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ABSTRACT

I undertook this action research to study my facilitation of a new approach to
helping farmers learn about alternative agricultural practices. This approach involved
farmers engaging in three types of teaching and learning (Peters and Armstrong, 1998)
with an emphasis on collaborative learning. I served as facilitator and participant in
workshops held once per month over a period of eleven months.
I used individual interviews, field notes and reflective journaling to obtain
descriptions of farmers' learning experiences and of my role as facilitator/participant. I
then analyzed the data using domain analysis and coding methods. The results were
expressed in terms of four categories of themes that described the farmers' learning
experiences: Multiple Approaches, Environment, Community, and Creating Knowledge.
Two additional categories of data described farmers' perceptions of my facilitation of the
meetings and their assessment of the three types of teaching and learning.
Engagement in collaborative learning within the framework of the three
types of teaching and learning enhanced the learning experience of the
participating farmers and led to changes in my own practice as an agricultural
educator. The findings also led to recommendations for further research in the area of
collaborative learning and alternative agricultural education.
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PREFACE
In a conversation with Greg, one of the participating farmers in this study, I asked
him why he had chosen to attend our learning sessions. He replied, "Traditional
agriculture just don't pay the bills anymore, and you know it's not getting any easier."
The power of Greg's statement reminded me ofmy own interest in conducting this
research. For the past several years, I have been working with farmers on this very issue
- how to remain active in agriculture in the face of a depressed farm economy. My
understanding of Greg's position only began, however, when I purchased a farm and
started pursuing options that would allow me to initiate my own farming operation.
Through personal investigations, I discovered that alternatives to traditional agricultural
practices, or alternative agriculture, hold promise for many small farmers wishing to
remain viable in today's agricultural world. Like many other farmers, I quickly found out
that the search for successful alternative agricultural practices was plagued with
challenges and uncertainties. What could I do, in my practice as agricultural educator
and farmer, to improve the present situation?
Fortunately, an opportunity presented itselfthrough the collaborative learning
program. In collaborative learning, people work together to construct knowledge (Peters
and Armstrong, 1998). I theorized that collaborative learning would allow farmers to
jointly construct knowledge regarding the alternative agricultural issues pertinent to their
lives and practices, and I engaged in this research to assess collaborative learning as a
more effective educational approach for investigating alternative agriculture. More
specifically, my study is about the process ofengaging in collaborative learning with
other farmers interested in alternative agriculture and about our perceptions ofthis
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process. During the past year, our group jointly created a way to learn about alternative
agriculture that is meaningful in my practice as agricultural educator and farmer.
Although the findings I report here are about our efforts, I truly hope that others,
regardless of their respective interests, may use these results to enhance their practice.
Greg was right; it is becoming more and more difficult to maintain an agricultural
way of life. Perhaps this study will give those with the desire to engage in one of
humankind's most noble professions the spark to persevere.
Approach to the study - The DAT A-DATA action research model

My proposed theory for alternative agricultural education is situated within a
social environment. According to Lewin ( 1948), "The research needed for social
practice ... is a type of action-research, a comparative research on the conditions and
effects of various types of social action, and research leading to social action" (p. 202-3).
While research has been traditionally limited to those in academia and industry, in the
past few decades an increasing number of practitioners have also begun entering the field
of research (Jarvis, 1998; Peters, 2002a). I find myself in this camp - using this research
project as an attempt to improve my practice and benefit those whom my practice serves.
I understand, however, that the role of practitioner/researcher carries with it the aspect of
researching oneself and one's own actions. Thus, I have chosen an action research
approach to constructing the study that positions my practice as a source of inquiry.
Action research is a method of inquiry that allows the practitioner to
systematically investigate his/her practice (Reason and Bradbury, 2001 ); as such, it
involves identifying a focus area within the practice, collecting data, interpreting that
data, and developing an action plan based upon those findings (Jarvis, 1998). There are
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three types of relevant audiences:for me - geared towards the improvement of the
researcher's personal practice; for us - towards a group in which the researcher is a
member; and for them - towards a wider community with whom the practitioner cannot
personally communicate (Reason and Torbert, 2000). This study had implications for all
three audiences - findings were used to improve my own practice as an educator and
farmer, to suggest a more comprehensive educational strategy for farmers investigating
alternative agriculture, and to suggest implications for practice in the area of
collaborative learning and agricultural education.
Among the many models of action research, I chose to utilize the DATA-DATA
model developed by Peters (1 991 , 2002a) as a means of organizing and structuring this
investigation. This model includes the following steps:
• Describe: In this first step, the context in which one's practice is situated is
described, as well as the conditions that suggest a change in practice.
• Analyze: Factors are identified that account for the present situation, and reasoning
for changing one's practice is provided.
• Theorize: To address the proposed change in practice, a practical theory or idea for
improving practice is formulated.
•

Act: Research questions or objectives based on the practical theory are identified.

• Design: Research design and methodology for collecting data are identified.
• Analyze: The practitioner analyzes data collected in the study and presents the
results.
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• Theorize: The practitioner formulates a revised theory based upon results and other
sources of information.
• Act: The practitioner takes action based on the revised practical theory, in the context
described at the beginning of the action research cycle.
Organization of the dissertation
The first four DATA steps make up Chapter One of this dissertation, and provide
the context and rationale for engaging in this study. Chapter Two begins the second half
of DATA-DATA (Design and Analyze), and describes the research methods and action
steps I took to engage in the study. Chapters Three through Eight are a continuation of
the second Analyze step, in which I present the findings of this investigation. In Chapter
Nine, comprised of the final two steps of DATA-DATA, I reflect upon the findings and
discuss the implications of these findings both in my practice and in the fields of
collaborative learning and alternative agricultural education.
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CHAPTER ONE
CONCERNS WITHIN THE PRACTICE
DATA-DATA - Describe
The situation

In the United States, agricultural and rural economies are based upon the
contributions of small farmers (National Commission on Small Farms, 1998).
Unfortunately, the current agricultural trends in America do not reflect this importance.
While modem technology and governmental farm policies have enabled vast
improvements in agricultural production, the number of full-time small farmers continues
to shrink every year (NASS, 1999). Farmers attempting to make a living in agriculture
are faced with low commodity prices, expensive equipment, high labor and maintenance
costs, increasingly strict regulations, scrutiny by the media and the non-farm public, and
an overall poor farm economy. To stay competitive, many farmers have been forced
either to expand their operations or to become more productive on the land they farm,
paving the way for large corporate farms that can reap the benefits of high volume, lower
cost production. All the while, farmers have become more dependent on governmental
price supports and subsidies, most of which are provided to the largest farmers (Beus and
Dunlap, 1990). This cycle works against the vast majority of American farms, which are
relatively small, family owned and operated businesses (Papendick, 1987; National
Commission on Small Farms, 1998; National Agricultural Statistics Service, 1999).
Statistics regarding Tennessee's farmers demonstrate the increasing lack of
viability of small farms. Currently, the vast majority of Tennessee farms are small,
limited resource operations. Only 4.4% of Tennessee farms sell over $100,000 annually,
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and 76% of Tennessee farms sell less than $10,000 per year {Tennessee Agricultural
Statistics Service, 2000). Such small farms are rarely profitable. According to the
Economic Research Service of the USDA ( 1999), farms with sales of less than $10,000
lose an average of $4,300 annually.
This phenomenon is well illustrated in Blount County, Tennessee, which over the
last several years has transformed from a rural to a suburban area. Virtually all the farms
in Blount County are classified as small operations (Economic Research Service, 1999).
Due to its pleasant climate, close proximity to a major metropolitan area, and access to
the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Blount County has seen dramatic population
growth, as well as a decline of farmland and farmers. For local small farmers wishing to
remain in agriculture, skyrocketing land values and socioeconomic pressure from the
population boom have compounded the already difficult task of making their fanning
operations economically viable (Blount County Planning Commission, 2001).
A potential solution - Alternative agriculture

Over the last two decades, there has been a resurgence of interest in alternatives to
traditional farming practices to help ensure the viability of small farms into the future
(Ulbricht 1980; Papendick, 1987). In 1997, the National Commission on Small Farms
was formed to study the rapid decline of small and family farms and its subsequent
impact on U.S. agriculture and the world's food supply. The report of the Commission's
findings, A Time to Act ( 1998), highlighted the necessity of further research and
development of alternatives to conventional farming practices. These alternatives, such
as non-traditional crops and livestock, organic practices, retail marketing, agri-tourism,
value-added products, on-farm business enterprises, and other farming methods, have the
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potential to supplement or replace traditional farming systems. Through commodity
diversification and increased profit potential, adopting alternative agriculture increases
the likelihood that the small farm will remain viable for future generations, thus
becoming a crucial factor in maintaining a farming lifestyle (Ulbricht 1980; Papendick et
al., 1 986; Kroma and Flora, 200 1 ). For example, the suburban population explosion that
has led to the demise of many small farms in Blount County may also provide
opportunities for small farmers to tap into alternative enterprises, such as direct
marketing of specialty crops or agri-tourism.
How I became involved with alternative agriculture
My personal and professional ambitions have always involved agriculture,
although my interest in alternative agriculture education began only after I moved to
Blount County. I was employed as an adjunct instructor at a local community college
and was working part time on a small dairy operation. Through my location and work
experiences, I began to see the struggle of small farmers to make a living in modem
agriculture and began to think about possible alternative strategies that could help them
remain in business. After becoming involved in a near-fatal farming accident which
forced me to leave both jobs, I began researching the idea of agri-tourism operations as a
means to educate the non-farm public rapidly infiltrating rural counties and to provide
additional income for small farmers. Subsequently, I was hired by a farm corporation to
investigate the feasibility of a farm vacation operation. My research with a variety of
agricultural professionals and farmers made me keenly aware of the lack of information
and assistance available for local farmers interested in alternative agriculture
opportunities and further stimulated my interest to help provide resources and education.
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These experiences led to my decision to return to graduate school to study educational
strategies for farmers.
My practice

In addition to responsibilities as a graduate student, I currently serve full time as
the Rural Rehabilitation Specialist for the Tennessee AgrAbility Project, a statewide non
profit organization that serves farmers with disabilities. A large percentage of my job is
educational in nature: I help farmers with disabilities search for ways to adapt farming
practices to accommodate their limitations. Initially, I thought that my job would consist
of locating adaptive farm tools and techniques, but I rapidly discovered that, in my
service area (East Tennessee), accommodating a farmer's disability has more to do with
making the farming operation a profitable enterprise. Most of the small farmers that I
work with are small, part-time operators who, prior to their disability, used farm income
to supplement their off-farm employment. The occurrence of a disabling event, however,
usually limits the ability to work off the farm, and the farm subsequently becomes the
only source of income. Full-time farmers that I work with have similar concerns; due to
their disability they are no longer able to practice the traditional methods of agriculture
that have always worked for them, forcing them to change and adapt their operation.
I have also learned that it is not just the disabled farmer who is being forced to
change. In my practice I have also worked with a number of non-disabled small farmers
who seek more productive and profitable alternatives or supplements to their current
farming practices. As a seventh-generation family farmer, I too am seeking answers to
help my farm adapt to today's agricultural world. Therefore, I am constantly in search of
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educational opportunities that can help farmers explore and make decisions about
alternative agriculture.
DATA-DATA - Analyze

The motivating factor for many farmers investigating alternative agriculture is the
search for knowledge and ideas that promise enhancement of financial and ecological
sustainability and quality of farm life (Kroma and Flora, 2001). However, there are many
potential pitfalls and uncertainties that accompany alternative enterprises. For farmers
investigating a transition to alternative agriculture, intensive research and planning are
necessary to transform an alternative agricultural idea into practice (Sauer and Sullivan,
2000).
Traditionally, the presentation of research data by agricultural professionals
provides the predominant source of information for these farmers. Most agricultural
research has downplayed specificity, context, and local concerns in favor of increasing
agricultural production (Kroma and Flora, 2001). In addition, compared to conventional
farming techniques, there is little research data available about the feasibility of adopting
alternative fanning practices.
In Tennessee, agricultural professionals are stepping up efforts to provide
information about alternative agriculture to farmers. Field days, farm visits, and
presentations are typical of educational activities designed to inform farmers about
alternative agricultural practices. Most of these educational efforts concerning alternative
agriculture are presented in a lecture or presentation-based format. Peters and Armstrong
( 1 998) refer to this type of educational effort as Type I teaching and learning.
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Type I teaching and learning

Type I teaching and learning is analogous to a typical classroom environment,
where the instructor or presenter is seen as the sole source of knowledge and members of
the audience are passive recipients of information. In a Type I learning experience,
learners have little or no input in the selection of material or on the manner in which it is
distributed. Knowledge gleaned by learners in Type I has usually been pre-determined
by the instructor, and lecture is the primary mode of information dissemination (Peters
and Armstrong, 1 998).
I frequently attend alternative agricultural educational events and conferences
where Type I instruction is predominant. I find that these Type I presentations are
helpful in increasing awareness of alternative agriculture practices, but the drawback to
this type of teaching and learning is that it rarely allows for discussion of specific issues
faced by individual farmers. There is also little opportunity for farmers to share their
personal thoughts or experiences with each other - input that may help create additional
understanding about the topic under discussion or reveal new knowledge about
alternative agriculture among farmers.
The need for a participatory strategy

As an educator and a farmer, when I want to know the details of an alternative
agriculture system, I seek the advice of farmers who have implemented such a system on
their own farms. Other farmers also find this type of guidance useful. In a study
conducted by Kroma and Flora (200 1 ), farmers reported that one of the most valuable
sources of information came from the experience-based counsel of other farmers
involved in similar alternative systems. In many cases, these sources are more helpful
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than the results of scientific research because they are practically oriented and locale
specific. Farmers have also indicated that they are more likely to trust the experience of
other farmers than the recommendations of university researchers (Kroma and Flora,
2001).
Importantly, Kroma and Flora (2001) discovered that farmers not only value their
peers' knowledge and techniques, but "perceive their social networks as important arenas
for sharing and exchanging that knowledge" (p. 78). Furthermore, these researchers
reported that farmers who have investigated alternative agriculture found traditional
educational activities less helpful than these social networks. This suggests that the act of
sharing experiences among farmers creates a learning activity more conductive to
investigating alternative agriculture.
As articulated by Andrew (1988), in order to obtain the information necessary to
initiate an alternative agricultural enterprise, the farmer must not only be a recipient of
information, but an active participant in knowledge creation. The predominant method of
agricultural education, however, still relies upon information dispersal from specialists to
farmers. If the root of the problem is lack of educational opportunities for farmers to
engage with one another, it stands to reason that a more participatory educational strategy
might better serve the needs of farmers as they investigate alternative agriculture.
DATA-DATA - Theorize

This need for participatory educational strategies in alternative agriculture led me
to theorize about integrating other teaching and learning strategies into my practice.
Following the teaching and learning typology of Peters and Armstrong (1998), two types
of teaching and learning, Type II and Type ill, may be used in addition to Type I.
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Type II teaching and learning
In Type II teaching and learning, the teacher is still the primary source of

knowledge, but not the only source. Not only does the teacher transmit information to
the learners, the learners may also function as teachers by sharing information with one
another. A typical Type II teaching and learning experience is a lecture followed by
discussion. Relationships are established between learners as well as between teacher
and learners. There is more opportunity for learners to share personal experiences with
others, and learners often work together to interpret subject matter. Compared to Type I,
where there is little or no sharing of information between learners, interaction between
learners in Type II enables the acquisition of presented information in terms of learners'
own experience and context (Slavin, 1983; Peters and Armstrong, 1998).
Type III teaching and learning - Collaborative learning

Type III is a collaborative learning approach where there is no longer a sole
source of knowledge, and the teacher's role shifts from teacher to facilitator and group
member. Some of the principles of Types II and ill overlap, in that group members learn
by working together through interaction with one another. A distinguishing feature of
Type III is the construction of new knowledge. In Type II, the group's focus is on a
particular concept or idea established by the teacher or presenter, and learners are given
an opportunity to interpret and develop the material. In contrast, the concept or idea does
not necessarily pre-exist in a Type III learning environment. Instead, concepts or ideas
are constructed by all participants, including the teacher. In effect, what is constructed is
new, and is formed out of their experiences. "Type II involves bringing individual
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experiences to a subject matter, whereas in Type III, the subject matter is their
experiences" (Peters, 2001 ).
Peters and Armstrong ( 1 998) define collaborative learning (Type ill) as people
working together to construct knowledge. Central to collaborative learning is the theory
of social construction, which states that knowledge is socially created through interaction
with others (Gergen, 1 999). Bruffee ( 1993) describes collaborative learning as the social
construction of knowledge that occurs among a group of peers. In collaborative learning,
the facilitator is no longer the sole source of information, and a collaborative relationship
is established among members based upon the valuation of their contributions to the
group (Geitner, 1994; Imel, 1997).
Four elements of collaborative learning

Peters (2002b) characterizes collaborative learning as having four elements - a
dialogical space, multiple ways of knowing, cycles of action and reflection, and a focus
on construction.
Dialogical space

In collaborative learning, dialogue is the primary mode of discourse by which
participants engage each other in conversation. Unlike discussion, which literally means
to break apart, dialogue "is a way of taking the energy of our differences and channeling
it toward something that has never been created before . . .[it] is a conversation in which
people think together in a relationship" (Isaacs, 1 999, p.1 9).
In discursive relationships with others, dialogue is often difficult to describe,
since it is more a way of being than a method of conversation (Buber, 1 947). By
comparison, a discussion occurs when two or more people gather together to speak about

10
something. In practice a discussion often signifies a breaking apart since it is often used
as a forum for having one person's views accepted by others (Bohm, 1990). Dialogue, in
contrast, is an interrelationship within a conversation (Bakhtin, 1981 ). In dialogue, the
purpose is to proceed beyond any one person's understanding (Bohm, 1990; Isaacs,
1999), and members of a collaborative learning group enter into dialogue for purposes of
generating new meaning for the group and all participants involved.
According to Buber ( 1947), the basic premise of engaging in dialogue is opening
oneself to another person in conversation, a "turning towards the other" (p.8) in a manner
that is both genuine and empathetic. In collaborative learning, this fostering of dialogue
occurs within a dialogical space. Dialogical space is the jointly constructed environment
through which group members can enter into dialogue. Creating a dialogical space
involves getting to know one another, suspending assumptions, becoming aware of
others' backgrounds, and establishing trust and respect. Through these relational actions,
collaborators can maintain an interactive role in conversation while remaining open to the
views and concerns of others (Isaacs, 1999).
Multiple ways of knowing

Individual collaborators inherently engage in multiple ways of knowing in a
collaborative learning experience (Peters and Armstrong, 1998). According to Heron and
Reason (200 1), how we know is not one-dimensional, but occurs on multiple levels.
Heron and Reason describe four types of knowing: propositional, practical, experiential,
and presentational. Similarly, Shotter (1993, 1994) describes three ways of knowing:
knowing that, knowing how, and knowing from within. These two descriptions, although
slightly different in definition, are fundamentally similar. Knowing that and
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propositional knowing are similar in that they describe factual knowing, expressed
through theories or informative statements. Knowing how and practical knowing are also
similar: they describe knowing how to do something, such as a skill or competence.
Experiential knowing "is knowing through the immediacy of perceiving" (Heron and
Reason, 200 1, p. 183 ), created in the moment as one experiences his or her surrounding
world. Presentational knowing is the expression of meaning and significance learned
through experience; for example, images, stories and other forms of expression.
Shotter's knowing from within specifically refers to the joint action of creating meaning
between people as they engage each other during social interaction. Social interaction,
because it is direct and expressive, can encompass both experiential knowing and
presentational knowing. However, knowing from within is more than either of these
types of knowing, "for it is a kind of knowledge that is only present to us in our everyday
social practices .. . a kind of knowledge one has only from within relationships with
others" (Shotter, 1994, p.1). In the context of collaborative learning, knowing from
within can refer to a way of interacting together created by the group in the process of
their collaborative action.
Since these ways of knowing are intrinsic to social interaction, multiple ways of
knowing naturally exist within any learning activity. In collaborative learning, however,
the importance of multiple ways of knowing lies in attending to the fact that group
members engage in more than one way of knowing during the collaborative learning
experience. For example, both propositional and presentational knowing can be present
through a group member relating a topic of interest and group members asking questions
regarding that topic. Through the process of collaborative learning, individual group
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members can learn how to perform different facilitative tasks, a form of practical
knowing. The moment to moment participation in the collaborative learning experience
itself represents experiential knowing; in engaging one another in this experience, group
members create a knowing from within that is specific to their collaborative interaction.
Cycles of action and reflection

Reflection upon long held beliefs, values, and practices is important in
collaborative learning (Geitner, 1994). Cycles of action and reflection refer to the way
group members interact and share experiences, then make meaning by reflecting upon
their own actions and the actions of others.

In doing so,

collaborators engage in what

adult educators refer to as reflective practice (Peters, 1991; Imel, 1992), which involves
critically analyzing one's own actions from the point of view of an external observer,
then acting upon those reflections with the intent of improving one's practice. According
to Mezirow (2000), critical reflection helps us to transform from our "taken for granted
frames of reference" (p. 7) into more open and inclusive views. Since all group members
are involved in the practice of collaborative learning, it is the responsibility of each group
member to engage in reflective practice. Collaborators cycle through action and
reflection by questioning assumptions, working together to make new meaning regarding
these assumptions, and acting upon their joint meaning (Peters, 1991).
Focus on construction

Individuals working together to jointly construct new knowledge is a
distinguishing feature of collaborative learning (Peters and Armstrong, 1998). New
knowledge in this sense is something socially constructed between collaborators as they
work together; it is new because it is knowledge that did not exist in the lives of the
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individual participants before the collaborative learning experience. According to Bohm
( 1 990) and Senge ( 1 990), the power of collaborative learning rests in the fact that people
are more insightful and intelligent collectively than individually. Therefore, joint
construction in collaborative learning is shaped by the unique experiences each
collaborator brings to the group. Together, these experiences create both individual and
group knowledge that is more than the sum of their individual contributions (Peters and
Armstrong, 1 998). A focus on construction implies that collaborators not only direct
their efforts toward creating this new knowledge, but attend to it during the process of
collaborative learning.
These four elements, dialogical space, multiple ways of knowing, cycles of action
and reflection, and focus on construction, formed the basis of my past experiences with
collaborative learning. In practice, I have also noticed two underlying features of these
elements: first, all of the elements encourage participation from collaborators, and
second, combining the elements together in a learning experience can lead to the
construction of new knowledge.
In shaping my practical theory, I pondered whether Type III teaching and learning
could be applied to address the needs of farmers investigating alternative agriculture.
Might collaborative learning provide an opportunity for farmers to share and build upon
their experiences with other farmers? Moreover, could use of the four elements in a
collaborative learning activity be a way for farmers to jointly construct knowledge in the
company of their peers? In seeking support for my developing theory, it was helpful for
me to investigate participatory strategies already in use in alternative agricultural
education.
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Participatory strategies in alternative agricultural education

Despite the predominance of Type I teaching and learning, some Type II teaching
and learning has been used in alternative agricultural education. The closest example of
this is the so-called grassroots group approach. Grassroots groups enable farmers to
share knowledge and experience, as well as fellowship, in a non-competitive arena where
all participants have a chance to voice their views. For example, the mission statement of
one such group, the Grassroots Grazing Group in Northwest Arkansas, is "to facilitate
the free flow of ideas and to learn from each other by observing, sharing and discussing
information concerning forages" (Wells, 2000). Participation in these groups helps
farmers vocalize their needs regarding altemative agriculture and further their awareness
and knowledge concerning alternative farming systems. For example, in their assessment
of farmers learning in grassroots groups, Kroma and Flora (200 1) reported that the
sharing of experiences helped farmers realize that they could be teachers as well as
learners, which empowered them to make decisions about alternative agriculture and to
adopt new agricultural practices. I have been a participant in several of these groups, and
found the� to be very helpful educationally, in that their emphasis is placed upon
participatory learning, and each group member's knowledge is valued.
Use of Type III (collaborative learning) in agricultural education and related fields

Collaborative learning has been used most often in the field of primary,
secondary, and higher education (Bruffee, 1993; Geitner, 1994; Imel, 1997; Peters and
Armstrong, 1998; Armstrong, 1999; Merrill, 2003), but has also been attempted in more
applied fields. In a study involving cultural change workshops at the Tennessee Valley
Authority, Brickey (2001 ) utilized collaborative learning among groups of workshop
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facilitators to help them improve their practice. Creekmore and Duncan (study
underway) are engaged in a similar study at Oak Ridge National Laboratories, with a
focus on examining change among participants as a result of engaging in collaborative
learning. Naujock (2002) reported the effects of collaborative learning among executive
planners during the formation of a start-up business enterprise. In an effort to build
community around natural resource issues, Muth (study underway) is currently using
collaborative learning groups among private forest landowners, community stakeholders
and natural resource professionals for the purpose of fostering communication and
effecting proactive change.
Although applications have been more limited, collaborative learning has also
been used in the field of agricultural education. In an attempt to establish more effective
communication between university researchers and alternative agricultural practitioners,
Hatfield et al. ( 1994) investigated the possibility of using collaborative learning in a joint
agricultural symposium. Rather than begin the sessions with topics or specific
information, sessions were devoted entirely to both farmers and researchers sharing
stories of their interests and experiences in agriculture. These researchers reported that
the opportunity to hear personal experiences reduced polarity of viewpoints between the
scientists and the farmers and enabled them to appreciate each others' contributions.
Murray and Butler (1994) also reported the successful use of collaborative strategies
among learning groups of farmers with respect to alternative agricultural topics. It should
be noted, however, that these studies loosely referred to collaborative learning as people
learning together and did not clearly define the process of collaborative learning as it was
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related to their investigations. Additionally, they did not focus upon joint construction of
knowledge, one of the key components to collaborative learning practice.
In an attempt to create a participatory model for alternative agricultural education,
Allen et al. (200 1) combined collaborative learning with traditional educational methods
as an approach to agricultural pest education issues among New Zealand farmers. In this
study, groups of farmers and researchers engaged each other in dialogue with the purpose
of creating shared knowledge around alternative methods to solve agricultural pest issues.
Upon completion of the group meetings, knowledge created in these group dialogues was
compiled and then distributed publicly, using more traditional educational methods, such
as internet publications and data sheets.
Practical theory applied to alternative agricultural education

The predominant approach to alternative agriculture education is Type I, which
offers farmers little opportunity to learn by sharing their experiences, but is effective in
disseminating information. Studies investigating farmers' perceptions of alternative
agricultural education suggest that many farmers prefer a more participatory approach
(Murray and Butler, 1994; Kroma and Flora, 200 1 ). Participatory activities such as
grassroots learning groups provide evidence that a Type II strategy can also be an
effective method for farmers to learn about alternative agriculture. Despite the apparent
success of these educational efforts, in my practice I routinely observe farmers seeking
ways to learn alternative agriculture.
As described by Kroma and Flora (200 1), farmers investigating alternative
agriculture engage in "a conscious search for an alternative approach to agricultural
production that expresses farmers' broader definition of themselves in relation to

17
agricultural practice" (p. 76). Correspondingly, Harre (1 993) and Gergen (1 999)
articulate that the self - in this case, the self as farmer - is a social construction. Perhaps
farmers investigating alternative agriculture need to engage in a process of construction
regarding perceptions of themselves within their agricultural practices. Moreover,
Meares ( 1 997) proposes that the trend towards alternative agriculture is a social
movement, and knowledge and meaning are socially constructed by the farmers and
others who participate in it. It stands to reason that knowledge jointly constructed by
farmers may have particular relevancy to what farmers consider appropriate alternatives
for their farm businesses and lifestyles.
Given the evidence presented above, I perceive that the problem of alternative
agriculture education lies in the need for farmers to participate in the learning process and
to construct knowledge. Since participation and construction of new knowledge are
central to collaborative learning, I believe that collaborative learning may better serve the
educational needs of local family farmers regarding alternative agricultural education.
However, in implementation of this practical theory, instead of utilizing collaborative
learning (Type Ill) alone, I propose to utilize a combination of Types I, II, and III
teaching and learning integrated into one overall learning experience.
Rationale for the combination of Types I, II, and III

When I was first introduced to collaborative learning in my graduate program, I
found it to be confusing and unfamiliar, and for several semesters I was discouraged by a
perceived lack of applicability towards practical situations. Furthermore, the intent of
these courses was to specifically investigate the process of collaborative learning,
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whereas the intent of farmers participating in alternative agricultural education events is
to learn about alternative agriculture. Collaborative learning in the present study is an
approach to education, not a topic. Farmers specifically attending a learning activity to
learn about alternative agriculture may become disillusioned if the event is solely focused
upon the process of collaborative learning rather than on the content of alternative
agricultural practices. Thus, I propose that a transition into collaborative learning from
the more familiar Types I and II should prove to be a more successful strategy than using
collaborative learning alone, which may seem strange and unfamiliar when encountering
it for the first time (Peters and Armstrong, 1998).
More importantly, Types I and II are effective methods of presenting information
about alternative agriculture, whereas collaborative learning can create the new

knowledge and meaning which I believe is lacking in current agricultural education
opportunities. Utilizing Types I and II should provide an introduction and base of
information regarding a particular topic in alternative agriculture, and collaborative
learning will be used to jointly create new knowledge around that information. This
rationale is supported by recent studies utilizing collaborative learning in higher
education. Cotter (2001) and Merrill (2003) both reported that in the application of
collaborative learning they found it necessary to integrate the other types of teaching and
learning at certain times in response to students' needs.
Rationale for pursuing my practical theory

While Type III (collaborative learning) strategies have been utilized in business,
community, and higher education fields, collaborative learning has had limited
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application in alternative agriculture education. I am not aware of any alternative
agriculture studies that have been conducted with the intent of studying the process of
collaborative learning, the effectiveness of collaborative learning as an alternative
educational approach, and/or the perceptions of collaborative learning by participating
farmers. Regarding the combination of teaching and learning typologies, Allen et al.
(2001) reported successful results in combining collaborative learning with Type I style
information dissemination activities. However, these researchers did not utilize this
compilation of teaching and learning strategies within their collaborative groups as I
propose, but instead used them as a means of distributing information to other audiences
after the collaborative groups were terminated.
The observations I gathered in my practice led me to believe that the educational
needs of farmers regarding alternative agriculture warranted further attention, thus I
chose to implement my practical theory by involving local farmers in a series of
educational meetings. I structured these meetings as a combination of Types I, II and m
teaching and learning, with a focus upon collaborative learning as a means of creating
new knowledge among participating farmers. My role as facilitator was to integrate all
three Types of teaching and learning in each meeting.
DATA-DATA - Act

This step of the DATA-DATA action research process required me to choose
whether or not study this practical theory and the results of this action within my practice.
I decided to implement action research methodology to study this theory, with the intent
of describing the experience of collaborative learning among the farmers who
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participated in the combined Types I, Il, and ill teaching and learning structure of the
meetings. The following questions guided this investigation:
1 . How will the process of collaborative learning be experienced by fanners in a
combined Type I, II, and III teaching and learning environment?
2. How will I experience the role of facilitator and participant, and how will my
actions be perceived by farmers participating in the collaborative learning
process?
The research methods I utilized to answer these questions are detailed in Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER TWO
RESEARCH METHODS
DATA-DATA - Design
Participants in the study

The participants in this study were small farmers who farm either full or part time
in Blount County. To obtain a listing of potential meeting participants, I asked the
University of Tennessee Blount County Agricultural Extension Service for a listing of
farmers who had previously participated in agricultural education activities. Upon
receiving this list, an Nth power sampling technique, in which every tenth name on the
list was selected to receive an invitation to participate, was used to select potential
participants. Out of a list of approximately 500 names, 48 invitations were sent to
potential participants in March 2002. Wording in the invitations attempted to target
farmers according to the USDA definition of small farm (1999) and the aforementioned
criteria (see Appendix A - invitation letter). A short form was included with the letter,
and farmers were asked to check YES or NO to indicate their interest in participating and
then return the form to me. Invitations included a self-addressed, stamped envelope. Of
the 48 farmers receiving invitation letters, only six farmers responded with interest. I
contacted each participant by telephone to inquire as to the best time to host a meeting,
and it was agreed that Tuesdays were the most convenient time. Only four of the six
participants, however, attended the first meeting.
Due to the low number of participants (six total, two of which were spouses of
invited participants) at this first meeting, I decided to utilize a snowball sampling
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technique (Poling, 2002) to invite additional participants. This involved informing the
participants in attendance of the criteria to select participating farmers and asking them if
they knew of anyone meeting that criteria who might like to participate in future sessions.
This method proved to be a more successful means of attracting participants, since only
three of the original six participants continued to attend the meetings regularly.
Attendance

The number of farmers participating in each meeting varied from six to fourteen,
with a mean attendance of eight. Participating farmers became eligible for the interview
process only if they attended at least half the meetings. I had originally planned to hold
only six meetings; however, attendance was widely variable, which presented a practical
difficulty for this study by substantially reducing the number of participants eligible for
interviews, thereby requiring that additional meetings be held. By the time I conducted
the interviews, there were 2 1 total participants who had attended the meetings, but over
half of these participants attended just one or two meetings. In the end, only nine
participants attended enough meetings to qualify for interviews. Additional
demographical information regarding the participants is displayed in Table 1 (see page
23).
Meeting design
Nine meetings were held from April 2002 through March 2003. I made every
attempt to make the meetings convenient and accessible to the majority of participants.
Meetings were held at the Blount County Farm Bureau's meeting facility, with the
exception of two meetings, which were held at the homes of two different participants.
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Name*
Sandy Long

A&e
58

James Keener
Mike Miller
Mary S. Miller
David Smith
Rebecca Graham
Greg Williams
Stan West
Roger Nichols

84
67
55

71
56
27
60
61

A&. OccuJ!ation** Other occugation
Saddle/harness maker
Exotic animals (ft)
Beef cattle (pt)
retired
Goats/Sheep (pt)
retired
Goats/Sheep (pt)
real estate
Beef cattle (pt)
retired
Sheep/Peppers (pt) veterinary technician
Dairy (ft)
Bees (pt)
retired
Beef, Row crops (ft)

*pseudonyms were used in place of farmers' real names
**ft=full-time; pt=part-time

The decision to host meetings at participants' homes was made by the group after the
sixth meeting session.
I was responsible for contacting and inviting guest fanners, for arranging the
meetings, for providing the meals (except during the meetings at the homes of
participants, in which meal responsibilities were shared between myself and the host) and
for facilitating the sessions. Ideas generated during the first and subsequent meetings
were used to lead to the selection of material for the next meeting, and participants were
given the opportunity to choose which topics were featured. The intent of involving
participants in selection of subject matter allowed them to more fully participate in the
learning process, as well as to select topics relevant to their own farming practices. As
articulated by Kidd (1959), "It is clear that where the learner does take part in the
development of curriculum, this act leads to a learning experience that is markedly
different in quality'' (p.274). Admittedly, participants more often decided that they
wanted to hear about a very general topic (marketing, for example, was the most
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popular), but they were not specific as to the types of alternative agricultural enterprise
they wished to discuss. Therefore, I usually offered suggestions as to potential guest
farmers for subsequent meetings, and the group chose which farmer they wanted to hear.
During my tenure in graduate studies, I had found Peters' (2002b) four elements
of collaborative learning to be helpful in understanding collaborative learning practice.
Thus, I chose to implement collaborative learning in our meetings based upon these four
elements. Peters suggests facilitation tools and techniques for each of the four elements,
which I chose to utilize in the meetings to foster collaborative learning. These tools are
summarized in Table 2:

A Dialogical
Space

Establish and
Maintain

Use of questions; asking back for
clarification; sharing critical incidents,
bios; use of memory; locating,
identifying and describing.

Multiple Ways
of Knowing

Develop and
Express

Attending to the group; modeling;
sharing and reflecting on striking
moments; positioning; reflecting on
individual/group interactions.

Cycles of
Action and
Reflection

Engage in
Reflective Practice

Facilitator techniques; levelizing; tie to
actions; probing questions; suspending
assumptions; verbalize; active listening.

Focus on
Construction

Integrate Process
and Content

Attending to moments; narratives;
calling attention to knowledge created.
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To incorporate each of the four elements of collaborative learning, I employed the
following strategy throughout the study: Prior to each meeting, I reviewed the four
elements chart and thought about how I would use the facilitation tools in the coming
meeting. During the meetings, I made a conscious effort to utilize these techniques
whenever applicable. After each meeting, I reviewed my field notes along with the four
elements chart to locate evidence that I used a particular tool. I also reflected upon
events in the meeting when I was able to use the facilitation tools as well as what actions
in the meeting led me to use one technique or to omit another. Finally, I recorded
suggestions and observations in a reflective journal regarding which techniques I might
try to implement in subsequent meetings.
My role as a facilitator of collaborative learning was not, however, simply to
apply this strategy of facilitation, but to engage in the process as a group member and co
learner. In designing the meetings, I felt confident in my ability to become a group
member, given my background in the agricultural field and personal interest in alternative
agriculture. I was, though, uneasy in how the participants would accept collaborative
learning, since this experience would likely be very different from the majority of their
previous educational experiences in agriculture. I assumed, based upon my personal
experiences attending agricultural educational events, that the participating farmers
would be engaging in these meetings to learn about alternative agriculture, and that they
might be discouraged or distracted by overbearing emphasis upon collaborative learning
techniques. For this reason, I decided to utilize several strategies not directly related to
Peters' four elements, which I hoped would provide a beneficial experience for the
participating farmers, as well as ease their transition into collaborative learning.
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On the day of the first meeting, I arrived at the meeting facility early and arranged
the tables and chairs in a circle so that everyone could see and hear one another and so
that no one person would be in a physical position of leadership. As farmers began to
arrive, I greeted each of them at the door and thanked them for attending. As a gesture of
courtesy, I decided to offer a meal at the beginning of the meeting. The first thirty
minutes of our meeting were devoted to sharing the meal and informal conversation.
After we finished eating, I assumed the Type I role of speaker and began the meeting by
introducing myself and providing my personal and professional rationale for initiating the
meetings. I told them that the meetings were a research endeavor as well as a community
program and emphasized that we were going to try a different way of learning from those
with which they were likely familiar. Instead of dictating this information directly,
following Hatfield et al. ( 1994) I framed my rationale and description in the form of a
story. I described my practice working with farmers seeking alternatives to traditional
fanning practices and told of my personal search for alternative agricultural enterprises to
implement on my own farm. I relayed how both of these experiences had led to
frustration with the lack of sufficient educational opportunities in alternative agriculture
and how these meetings were an attempt to offer a better way of education. To transition
into a Type II setting, I then devoted the rest of the meetings for participating farmers to
interact with one another by introducing themselves and sharing their interest and
experiences in alternative agriculture.
As the farmers took the opportunity to speak to the group, I focused my attention
on Peters and Armstrong's facilitation techniques in an attempt to create a Type III
(collaborative learning) experience. For example, active listening and attending to
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moments were two techniques I used in this meeting. As farmers went around the circle
introducing themselves and their interests, I engaged in active listening by taking note of
what one farmer had said and relating it to comments made by another farmer. I then
called the group 's attention in the form of a question or statement to encourage dialogue
around the issue.
Observing the actions of the participants, receiving personal feedback from the
participants, and reviewing my field notes from this first meeting, I decided to continue
the meetings in the manner I describe above for the entirety of the study. In each
meeting, we shared a meal together, then began the meeting with introductions. After
introductions were completed, we turned our attention to the guest farmer to present his
or her alternative agricultural enterprise. When the presentation was finished, this
speaker joined the group in a discussion, during which I tried to utilize the four elements
chart and the facilitation techniques to foster collaborative learning. I ended each
meeting by "debriefing", or asking each farmer to relate what was significant to them
about that particular meeting. As a group, we then thanked the speaker and adjourned.
Over the course of the study, the only major changes made to the structure of the
meetings were the guest farmer/speaker. In the first meeting, I assumed the role of the
speaker. In meetings two through six, and in meeting eight, I invited alternative
agricultural practitioners to present their respective operations in the meetings. For the
seventh and ninth meetings, which were held at two participating farmers' homes, the
host farmer performed the role of the speaker.
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Data collection

Individual interviews, field notes, and reflective journaling were the methods I
chose as the principal means of data collection. I utilized this overlap of several research
strategies in an attempt to capture a comprehensive picture of the participating farmers'
experiences of engaging in the meetings as well as my own perceptions of the experience
(Poling, 2002).
Interviews

Beginning in December 2002, I conducted interviews with each of the nine
farmers, in which I asked both phenomenological and semi-structured questions (see
Appendix B - interview questions). A phenomenological inquiry seeks a rich description
of the experience of an interviewee, from the interviewee's own point of view (Pollio et
al., 1997). I began each phenomenological interview by asking an open-ended question
regarding the meetings. The direction of the interview were set by the participant as the
experience was described. My role as interviewer was to ensure that experiences were
clarified and discussed in detail. As Thomas and Pollio (2002, pg. 26) explain, "the
researcher does not control the interview or determine its content . . . [but] does have a
responsibility to help the participant focus on unfolding themes and details." This open
ended approach to asking questions enabled me to gather first-person accounts of the
learning process and of the knowledge created by participants.
Immediately following the phenomenological interview, I asked semi-structured
questions in order to gather information about specific aspects of the teaching and
learning process involved in the series of meetings. These questions were based upon

29
Types I, IT, and ill teaching and learning experiences (Peters and Armstrong, 1998) that
occurred in the meetings, as well as upon my facilitative actions.
Each interview was audiotaped and transcribed verbatim for analysis. The
interview process was completed by the end of January 2003. Permission to interview
and use data as described above was sought by following standard procedures for human
subject research (see Appendix C - Informed Consent Form).
Field notes

Field notes were recorded during each of the meeting sessions. An educational
psychology research assistant in the collaborative learning program recorded these notes.
Using another person to record field notes prevented me from missing any descriptive
details and allowed me to be fully attentive to the group.
These notes described the process of the meetings through a detailed account of
actions and statements uttered by the participating farmers, the guest speakers, and
myself. Since the field notes provided a record of the meetings as they occurred, I
reviewed them after each meeting to assist me in reflecting and journaling. I also used
these notes during data analysis to help contextualize the information generated in the
interviews.
Rejlecnvejournallng

As an additional data source, I kept a journal between meetings to record my
reflections on the meeting process, the nature of my participation as facilitator of meeting
sessions, and participants' reactions to the process. While field notes are descriptive in
nature, journaling is more analytical. According to Glesne (1999), reflective journaling is
"a place for ideas, reflections, hunches, and notes about patterns that seem to be
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emerging" (pg. 49). My process of journaling included a review of field notes taken
during each session, reflection upon my actions as facilitator and group member, and
discussion of observations that arose during the meeting. Journaling took place once for
each meeting and not more than three days after the meeting had been conducted.
DATA-DATA - Analyze
Data analysis procedures

To gain practice and to familiarize myself with the process of analyzing
phenomenological interviews, prior to analyzing any interviews on my own I attended
several meetings of the University of Tennessee Phenomenological Research Group, an
interpretive group made up of faculty and graduate students that meets regularly to aid
phenomenological researchers in analyzing interview data. As described by Thomas and
Pollio (2002), in phenomenological analysis the interview transcript is read aloud to the
group, stopping frequently to thematize parts of the narrative that stand out to members
of the group.
While I gained valuable experience in attending these sessions, my interviews
were a combination of both phenomenological and semi-structured questions; therefore,
it was necessary to locate an analytic procedure that enabled me to consider both sets of
answers at once. I chose to utilize Spradley's ( 1 980) ethnographic domain analysis
procedure to extract comments in the interviews relevant to the research questions.
According to Spradley, a domain is a basic unit of meaning, made up of three parts: the
cover term; the included term; and the semantic relationship, which links the cover term
and the included term together. Spradley lists nine semantic relationships (see Appendix
C), which serve to identify potential relationships within the data.
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In conducting the domain analysis, I read and re-read the complete data set. I
then proceeded through one transcript at a time, referring often to the nine semantic
relationships. When I identified a statement (included term) in the transcript which
appeared to exhibit a semantic relationship with aspects of the study, I extracted it from
the data and labeled it with a cover term. For example, I observed that the phrase "That's
a fine line that you walk . . . to keep the participants going without squelching any of the
participants" (MM246) was a characteristic of the role of facilitator. Using Spradley's
terminology, the quote itself is the included term, "role of facilitator" is the cover term,
and "characteristic" is the semantic relationship between them. I labeled each extracted
included term with the respective speaker's initials as well as with the numbered lines
where it was located within the transcript. I repeated this procedure for all transcripts,
and quickly discovered that multiple included terms appeared under each cover term. In
my final compilation of the domain analysis, I used the cover terms as titles for the
domains. At the end of this procedure I emerged with sixteen domains supported by
multiple included terms under each domain.
After domain analysis, a thematic analysis is necessary to structure the data in the
,
context of the interviewees experiences across the data set. According to Spradley
(1980), the thematic analysis "involves a search for the relationships among domains and
for how they are linked to the cultural scene as a whole" (p.88). While I found
Spradley's method of domain analysis to be well-structured and easily applicable, he
provides no specific model for conducting a thematic analysis. To conduct the thematic
analysis, I utilized the coding method described by Glesne and Peshkin (1992). Using
this inductive approach, groups of like information items are coded, conceptualized, and
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re-sorted in terms of themes that appear in interviewees' answers to interview questions.
Cycles of coding and sorting continues until no new themes appear in the data.
To construct a thematic analysis from the domain structure, I read and re-read the
comments included in each domain, searching for patterns that appeared across the data.
When I noticed a theme that seemed to be repeated across several domains, I named that
theme and coded the included terms corresponding to that theme by highlighting them in
color. For example, I noticed that "community" was repeated across multiple domains. I
chose the color red to represent community, and I highlighted all the included terms
related to "community' in red. After I had coded and conceptualized the entire data set, I
organized the included terms under their particular theme using the color code. I read
and re-read the thematized data set for instances of data that were not consistent. After
some revision and resorting of included terms, I was satisfied that the final thematic
structure, consisting of four categories of themes, was complete.
To check my interpretive skills, I submitted one of the interview transcripts for
analysis by an interpretive group made up of graduate students experienced with both
phenomenological and semi-structured interview data. The group analyzed the transcript
utilizing the same procedures as I had used, and the results of their analysis were found to
be similar to mine.
To verify the integrity of my interpretations, I presented the completed thematic
structure to the participants of the meetings to learn whether my findings reflected their
experiences (Thomas and Pollio, 2002). All participants reported that the thematic
structure did represent their experiences in the meetings.
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Data from field notes and reflective journals were used to describe the context of
the comments by participants, to recount my perceptions of the meetings as they
happened, and to augment the final thematic analysis. Categories of themes and their
descriptions, as well as accompanying data from field notes and reflective journals, were
then interpreted in terms of the research questions.

Bracketing interview
The participant/researcher role can potentially carry with it certain biases that may
enter into data analysis and interpretation. To account for these potential biases, prior to
the interviews with participating farmers I underwent a bracketing interview conducted
by an experienced phenomenological interviewer. A bracketing interview is designed to
surface researchers' assumptions about the phenomenon being studied, so that they can
be accounted for in the interpretation of results (Van Mannen, 1 990).
The results of the bracketing interview revealed that I exhibited a high level of
personal investment in this study from both a researcher and participant point of view,
and that I deeply wanted the meetings to be successful. I also learned that I had
formulated ideas as to what would "qualify" as collaborative learning and what would
not.
I reviewed the transcript of my bracketing interview prior to and during data
analysis in order to minimize the possibility that I would define themes based upon my
"bracketed" assumptions. Reading and re-reading my own bracketing interview helped
to ensure that my interpretation of the data was supported by the participants' interviews,
and not simply an extension of my own biases towards this study.
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Notes to the reader
Prior to delving into the presentation of findings, the reader should be aware of
the following technical considerations. The completed thematic structure reflects
,
participating farmers perceptions of our attempt to engage in collaborative learning
within our meetings. Due to the bulk of information contained in each category of
themes, I have chosen to separate the thematic categories into individual chapters. Each
chapter contains a presentation of findings related to that particular category. Support of
these findings is provided in the form of participants' own words as well as through data
collected during the meetings. Also included in each chapter is a discussion of the
findings with respect to published literature and other references. For organizational
purposes, each citation uttered by the participants is coded based upon its speaker and its
location within that interviewee's transcript. For example, a phrase uttered by Stan West
in lines 242 through 245 of his transcript would be cited in the text as (SW242-45).
Excerpts from field notes and reflective journals are cited by the date they were recorded.
The categories of themes presented in the following chapters are: Multiple Approaches,
Environment, Community, and Creating Knowledge. Two additional chapters are
devoted to the participating farmers' perceptions of the combination of teaching and
learning types that made up the structure of the meetings and of my facilitation of the
meetings. In the final chapter, I reflect upon these themes in terms of my practical theory
of alternative agriculture education and suggest implications for further study and
practice.
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CHAPTER THREE
MULTIPLE APPROACHES

Social constructionism contends that perceptions of reality are wholly based upon
social experiences (Shotter, 1 994, Gergen, 1 999). According to Harre (1993),
psychological phenomena are the result of socia1 encounters, and social construction
refers to how social interaction shapes our being. Educational events, by definition, are
social situations - learners are constantly interacting with teachers, other learners, and
material written or described by others. If we are indeed shaped by the events of our past
and present learning experiences, what we have experienced in prior learning history
shapes the way we approach new learning experiences (Barker, 1990).
This constructionist phenomenon was evident in my study through the multiple
ways in which participants approached our meetings. These various approaches were
influenced by differing perceptions experienced by the participants regarding education
and agriculture. My intent in this chapter is to describe these multiple approaches expectations, approaches to learning, experience-based approaches, and approaches to
agriculture - that were present in our meetings, as well as to suggest how these
approaches influenced our attempt to engage in collaborative learning.
Expectations

Agricultural education events occur on a periodic basis in Blount County. Our
meetings, however, were unique to the area for two reasons: they were the first regular
meetings held specifically for alternative agriculture and the educational design utilized
was something never before experienced by the participants. Given the unique nature of
the meetings, as well as the past experiences of participants in other educational
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programs, it is not surprising that the participants entered our meetings with certain
expectations.
Skepticism was the primary expectation mentioned by the participants. For
participants who entered the meetings with skepticism, the meetings turned out to be
different from their expectations. In every case except one, the participants reported the
experience to be surprisingly positive. According to Stan, "Quite frankly there were
times when I was skeptical. After seeing some of the discussions and hearing some of
the stories, yeah I see people can do it" (SW 53-5). Greg expressed similar sentiments: "I
really came in with a preconception of what I was gonna get out of the meetings, but
almost always they brought out things that related" (GW26 1-3). David added that "At
the very first I thought . . . we're going to . .. just bat some ideas around and not really think
about how economically important this is, and then I was pleasantly surprised that that's
not the way it went at all" (DS79-81).
Analysis of these comments reveals the differences in approach taken by these
participants. Stan's comments suggest that the social interaction between him and others
in the group helped to shift his attitude about the learning experience. Although he
entered our meetings with skepticism, his perceptions were reconstructed by hearing
about the positive experiences of others. Interactions with others were also an integral
part of the change in Greg's expectations. Greg's preconceptions seemed to fade as he
learned how others' fanning experiences related to his own. Little evidence for social
interaction as an agent of change is found in David's response, which seems to indicate
that it was the relevancy and practicality of the alternative agriculture topics that shifted
his perspective. James, on the other hand, expected more out of our meetings than he
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received. When I questioned him in regards to his expectations, he remarked that "I
didn't know what to expect when we started these meetings . . . but I guess they haven't
been as helpful to me as I hoped they would be" (JK.262-3). Unlike the others, James
approached our meetings as a way of gaining personally _useful information.
Approaches to learning - The desire to learn

Our meetings were learning experiences; thus the manner in which the
participants approached learning factored importantly in our meetings. Self direction, the
factor that drives adult learners to engage in learning activities (Tough, 1971; Knowles,
1 980), was an influencing factor for many of the participants attending our meetings.
Several participants indicated that they engaged in our meetings simply because
they enjoy learning. According to James, '"If you ever get to the point where you say I
don't want to learn anything else . . . I don 't want to be subjected to anything new . . .life
would be over for me" (JK.56-8). David, a retired professor of agriculture, related his
interest in learning to his teaching profession: "I think to be a good teacher you always
have to be a good learner and so I enjoy learning about all kinds of agriculture pursuits."
(DS21 6-7). Mary stated that she "love[d]" (MSM69) engaging in learning sessions with
others. Stan seemed to pursue learning due to his beliefs about the importance of
educational opportunities: "Education is the foundation cornerstone of improving quality
of life. I don't believe there's any higher calling for the civil part of our society than to
have a strong educational push" (SWIOl, 383). Perhaps the most striking example of self
direction was the case of James, who, at 84 years old, was still driven to continue
learning: "I have still maintained an active interest in what's going on around me, and as
new trends and developments and ideas come along, and take part in all of them I can to
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see if l can continue to learn" (JK44-47). For these individuals, their rationale for
participating in our meetings seemed to be strongly rooted in a desire to learn and to keep
learning. More importantly, this level of interest in learning seemed to be maintained
throughout our meetings.
While the desire to learn may have brought participants to our meetings, the
activities of the meetings themselves helped to maintain their interest in learning. Two
factors fostered this desire to learn among the participants. First, the meetings were an
educational opportunity in agriculture, the participants' area of personal and professional
interest (Knowles, 1 980). More importantly, the design of our meetings allowed them to
participate in the learning process and engage other learners in conversation (Kidd,
1 959). The opportunity to participate and engage others was a factor mentioned by
several participants. Sandy commented that "In order to learn anything you've got to be
able to participate" (SL208). Mary remarked that she "love[s] to sit on brainstorming
sessions where you come up with ideas" (MSM69). In order for him to learn, Mike
stated that he requires "a mixture of things where I can ask questions to try to learn
something" (MM259).
Participation was evident from our very first meeting, after which I reflected:
"There was no trouble getting them to talk - most everyone talked freely and often. I had
feared that it would be difficult to get them to talk to each other, but on the contrary,
during the most of the meeting, I spoke less than several members of the group" (Refl.
4/30). According to Osborne (2002), verbal engagement among group members is
crucial to the process of collaborative learning and forms the foundation upon which to
build dialogue. In our meetings, the participating farmers' desire to learn and engage
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other learners contributed greatly towards the creation of a collaborative learning
experience, since it bridged the first step in collaborative learning - communicating with
each other.
"Real life" - Connections through an experience-based approach
Another approach that featured prominently in the responses of the participants
was the experience-based manner in which the speakers engaged the participating
farmers. Stan commented, "I see these people [guest speakers], and I think that's the key
thing. Having live examples of people who have done it. Seeing that somebody
has . . . that means maybe I can. And so now I go out and try it" (SW1 8 1 -4). Roger and
Greg, both full time farmers, also described their preferences for an experience-based
approach to agricultural education. According to Greg, "They were out there engaged in
it . ..it was a lot better than having some specialist come in and tell us that this was what
you could do. It was real life" (GW394-99). Roger agreed, stating that "there's no better
way than for somebody that's done it to tell it" (RN266).
In these statements, participants indicated that they preferred to learn from
individuals with practical experience over "specialists" in the agricultural field. As
Wittgenstein (1 953) remarks, "ls there such a thing as 'expert judgment'? Can one learn
this knowledge? Yes; some can. Not, however, by taking a course in it, but through
' experience'. What one acquires here is not a technique; one learns correct

judgments ... and only experienced people can apply them right." (p. 1 93).
The "experience" that Wittgenstein alludes to is akin to the real-life experiences
shared by the speakers regarding their agricultural operations. According to Greg, "We
were getting the nuts and the bolts and the good and the bad, not just yeah this really
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looks good . . . I think a lot of the times you don't get the total, unless you get somebody
that's actually been out there doing it" (GW338-6 1 ). "The total" that Greg refers to
suggests that experiences gained through working a fann cannot be reduced to an
assemblage of parts. To the farmers participating in the meetings, agriculture is more
than a topic, it is something created by those who experience it, and can only be
adequately described by someone who has had these experiences.
Since the experience of operating a farm is a shared experience among farmers,
the experience-based approach taken by the speakers allowed them to connect with
participating farmers in a manner in which ··experts" could not. Myles Horton suggests
that this is due to the authenticity of experience: "The one thing they [learners] know is
their experience. They want to talk about their own experience. Then other people join
in and say, 'A-ha, I had an experience that relates to that. ' So pretty soon you get
everybody's experiences coming in, centered around that one person's experience,
because that's an authentic experience not a synthetic experience. And everybody
recognizes authenticity'' (Horton and Freire, 1 990, p. 1 67-8). The authentic nature of the
"real life" experiences shared within our meetings suggests that the participating farmers
recognized the experiences of the speakers as similar to their own. More importantly,
Horton's comments indicate that the connections created through the sharing of an
experience invite others to contribute from their own experiential perspectives. This
occurred in our meetings through personal stories shared by the participating farmers. In
every meeting, the sharing of farming experiences by the speaker stimulated one or more
participants to contribute stories of their own experiences in agriculture.
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Successes andfailures

An important example of the connections bridged by an experience-based
approach was the sharing of both successes and failures by the guest speakers. Mary
noticed that the speakers' alternative agriculture operations ''weren't all success. . . . [but]
they didn't pick up and put their tail between their legs and walk off into the sunset.
They said oh okay. That's not working, let's see what else we can do" (MSM242-6).
Important to Greg and Rebecca was the speakers' willingness to relate their failures as
well as their successes: "They weren't afraid to tell us . . . what really had happened. . .the
negative aspects as well as the positive" (GW350-5). "They were very eager to share
with us what they were doing right, and they were also very good to tell the things that
they did wrong" (RG2 1 0- 1 1 ). Mike alluded to the fact that sharing of failures and
successes illustrates an approach that is more than just knowing how to overcome
setbacks: "These guys had explored and failed and succeeded and . . . there's a lot of
training .. . in the way that they did explore or the fact that they did explore" (MM78-81 ).
Across all of these responses, it is important to note that the participants did not
discuss the speakers' agricultural enterprises per se, but rather the manner in which the
speakers approached and experienced both success and failure in their respective
operations. According to Harre (2003 ), learning about the mistakes other people make is
more important than learning about their successes, because mistakes represent
commonalties among human experience, whereas success is an accomplishment based
upon the particular characteristics of an individual. The participants, just like the
speakers, are agricultural practitioners and likely have experienced similar failures in
their own farming ventures. This connection may have helped the participants to relate
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their own experiences to those of the speakers and to each other, an important criterion
for engaging in collaborative learning (Peters and Armstrong, 1 998).
Approaches to agriculture
Since the focus of our meetings was alternative agriculture, the manner in which
the participating farmers approached agricultural topics may have influenced their
actions. Remarks by participants seemed to indicate that the different agricultural
practices on their respective farms factored prominently in different ways of approaching
alternative agriculture.
In conventional agriculture, success is often measured in yield and production
(Beus and Dunlap, 1 990). However, since he utilizes his animals for a non-traditional
purpose, Mike's approach to agriculture was different: "I do very well with my goats
because they're landscapers. If I think of it that way I have quite a product" (MMl 90-2).
Roger's perspective on alternative agriculture seemed to be influenced by the realization
that soon he will no longer be able to produce tobacco: "Whenever the tobacco's coming
to an end why they'll [tobacco farmers] just quit and that's what I'm gonna do. I'm not
gonna forage out into something that's different or new to me. [I'll do] something I'm
already equipped to do" (RNl 36-54). David "had no alternative agriculture proj ect in
mind . . . but [was] keeping options open" (OS 1 3- 1 5). He stated that although
"Alternative agriculture has not been a top priority . . . that hasn't inhibited me from trying
to learn" (DS2 1 3- 1 5). David's approach seems to fall between Mike's openness to think
differently and Roger's hesitance to engage in new agricultural ventures. While David
hinted at openness to alternative agriculture, those practices that threatened his current
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farming operation provoked a hesitant response: "I have thought of a few [alternative]
things . . . but I hate to take that land away from pasture" (DS147).
Differences in approach also were evident between full-time and part-time
farmers. In comparing his corporate job to his farm operation, Stan indicated that the
work on his farm was more than simply an occupation: "When you're sitting inside of a
plant, working on a computer . . .you're not really dealing with real things. When I went
to my bees there's a touchy feely . . .it puts you back in touch with the actual world, the
live part of the world . . . that to me enhanced my quality of life" (SW95-103). Throughout
the course of our meetings, I noticed that many of the part-time fanners discussed their
farm work in a similar manner - as a type of therapy, a welcome release from the
pressures of their other occupations. Interestingly, none of the full-time farmers
described their fanning occupation with the same fervor. Perhaps a different approach to
agriculture arises from having to depend on a farm for one' s sole source of income.
While I cannot assume that these full-time farmers did not enjoy their farm work in the
same manner as their part-time counterparts, it is possible that this resulted in a different
way of approaching agriculture in our meetings.
Conventional farmer perspectives

Differing approaches to agriculture were most strikingly illustrated in our
meetings by various comments regarding the perspectives of conventional or traditional
farmers towards alternative agriculture. Alternative agriculture has been defined
differently by different sources (Ulbricht, 1980; Papendick, 1987; Beus and Dunlap,
1990), but as a group we did not spend time formally discussing its definition. It seemed
to be mutually agreed upon among participants that alternative agriculture is "not
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conventional" (SW148) crop or livestock systems. Rather, noteworthy in this theme was
the participants' responses indicating that the approach of conventional farmers towards
alternative ideas is one of reluctance.
This notion was supported in our meetings through the contrasting remarks of
conventional and alternative agricultural practitioners. David, who had taught
conventional agriculture for many years as a college professor, remarked that "At the
very first I thought this is only going to be about something that's off in left field"
(DS79-80). According to Roger, "We as farmers are pretty slow to change. We're afraid
to step out" (RN5,9). Less conventional farmers approached alternative ideas in a more
open manner. In regards to agricultural production, Mary commented, "I don't like to do
things the way they've always been done" (MSM200). Mike seemed to reject the
perceptions of alternative agriculture held by conventional farmers, stating that, in his
experience, many conventional farmers are "Guys that are very much set in their ways
and they've been doing the same thing for generations . .. there wouldn't be much that I
could learn from them" (MM253-5).
Regardless of individual views on alternative agriculture, all participants
remarking upon this theme agreed that conventional farmers were reluctant to accept
alternative agriculture. Interestingly, Roger and Greg, the only conventional full-time
farmers in the group, were the most vocal in this regard. Greg commented that "There
were a lot of things . . . we discussed that most farmers would have predispositions
towards. . . and wouldn't have as much of an open mind" (GW 19-22). Roger seemed a
little more willing to entertain ideas about alternative ways of farming; however, Roger
revealed that he had tried alternative crops in the past to supplement his farm income.
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Greg held more negative views of alternative agriculture. According to Greg, "There's
such a stigma about alternative agriculture . . . it's some kind of scheme, that's sort of the
perception most full-time farmers have of alternative agriculture" (GW204- 1 1 ). Here
Greg generalizes his remarks to "most full-time farmers"; however, in all likelihood he is
talking about most conventional farmers, since Greg is a conventional farmer himself.
Other participants indicated that they have a more positive view of alternative agriculture.
Additionally, Greg gave these responses after the end of the study, indicating that
despite his many positive comments regarding our meetings, his approach to alternative
agriculture remained fundamentally unchanged. Other researchers have reached similar
conclusions. -In comparing the attitudes of alternative and conventional farmers, Peter et
al. (2000) discovered that conventional farmers tended to value the viewpoints of others
less than their alternative counterparts. Duram ( 1 997) reported that conventional farmers
were more defensive about their agricultural practices, more mistrustful, and less open to
new ideas than farmers practicing alternative agriculture.
It is important to recognize that perspectives such as those held by conventional
and alternative farmers are socially constructed, and are reflections of what Berger and
Luckmann ( 1 966) term symbolic universes. A symbolic universe is "the matrix of all
socially objectivated and subjectively real meanings; the entire historic society and the
entire biography of the individual are seen as taking place within this universe" (p. 96).
The actions of a member of a group have meaning and are justified within this socially
constructed framework. Similarly, Short ( 1 991) uses the term "myths" to describe
socially constructed ideas of how different groups view similar issues. Depending upon
the social group, a particular social myth has been created to understand issues foreign to
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their way of knowing. While very few of these myths may be based upon factual
evidence, they nonetheless influences how that group "sees" a particular issue.
According to Roger, "If you're getting by ... you're not gonna try something new. It's
tradition. You do what your daddy did" (RNl 04-1 21 ). Greg suggested that a
conventional farmer attempting an alternative practice "might be even be offended at
calling it alternative agriculture cause there's such a stigma about alternative agriculture"
(GW200-4).
As evidenced by the comments of both conventional and alternative farmers in the
group, a stark contrast between approaches existed within our meetings. The fact that
these perceptions were described during the interview process suggests that such a
polarization of approaches remained strong after the meetings had taken place. Given the
commonalities among participants in regards to the other approaches presented in this
chapter, this finding suggests that as a group we placed little emphasis on the different
approaches to agriculture among participating farmers.
Chapter reflection - Multiple approaches in collaborative learning

Throughout this chapter, I have described the multiple ways in which individual
participants both approached and engaged in our meetings. Since the individual self is a
composition of previous social encounters (Harre, 1993; Gergen, 1 999), each farmer in
our meetings represented a slightly different approach to our meetings based upon his or
her past experiences. If, as Barker (1 990) and others (Harre, 1993; Gergen, 1999)
propose, past experiences shape the manner in which people behave upon entering new
experiences, it is possible that these different approaches influenced their experience of
our meetings as a whole.
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In collaborative learning, both group members and facilitators must be attuned to
the different approaches that each individual brings to the learning experience. In our
meetings, exploration of multiple approaches was afforded through the opportunity for
participants to interact with one another, resulting in a shift of expectations and the
fostering of a desire to learn.
Understanding that these approaches are socially constructed can help
collaborators to look past their perceptions and towards commonalties in experience commonalities which may lead them towards working together. Evidence of these
connections was present in our meetings through the sharing of real-life experiences in
which the speakers in the meetings attended to the participants' affinity to connect with
an experience-based approach. However, the fact that the group focused little attention
upon the polarized nature of conventional farmers' perspectives towards alternative
agriculture is a reminder that more attention to multiple approaches is necessary in future
attempts with collaborative learning.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ENVIRONMENT

Environment is often defined as everything that surrounds us. In the context of
learning, environment refers to the physical, social, psychological, and cultural aspects of
our surroundings (Hiemstra, 1 991 ). When a group comes together to engage in a
collaborative learning experience, dialogical space and collaborative place, the two
dimensions of the collaborative learning environment, are jointly constructed by the
actions of collaborators working together. Jointly constructed space and place together
facilitate the development of an environment that allows for the possibility of entering
into collaborative learning. In this chapter, I shall discuss both dialogical space and
collaborative place in our meetings and discuss how these dimensions were important in
our attempts to create a collaborative learning environment.
Dialogical space

Dialogical space refers to the co-constructed environment that allows for
collaborators to dialogue. If dialogue is the means by which we communicate with each
other in collaborative learning (Peters and Armstrong, 1 998), then dialogical space is that
environment in which that dialogue can occur. In our meetings, three components of
dialogical space - relational responsibility, assumption and conflict, and freedom to
participate - were specific themes drawn out of participants' comments.
Relational responsibility

The essence of dialogue is relationships among dialogic partners. To
Wittgenstein ( 1 953, 1 967, 1980), Bakhtin ( 1986), and Volosinov ( 1986), words come to
have meaning within their context and usage in discursive relationships. Every word
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uttered by one person is directed towards a response from the second, and its structure is
determined by the anticipation of the response: "Forming itself in the atmosphere of the
already spoken, the word is at the same time determined by that which has not yet been
said but which is needed and in fact anticipated by the answering word. Such is the
situation in any living dialogue" (Bakhtin, 1 98 1 , p.280).
The importance of relationships in our meetings resounded strongly in the
responses of the participants. According to David, "We don't live in a vacuum and we
should depend on others not only for ideas but for support and for encouragement"
(DS 106-7). In discussing his past agricultural education experiences, James also
provided evidence for the importance of relationships. James had attended many lecture
style events but noted that the one he remembered most clearly was significant due to the
relationships with others in attendance: "That one in particular that I refer to was very
enjoyable . . . because you're with a group of people who have similar interests and you
sort of feed off of each other" (JK240-41 ). This comment was particularly striking to me
because James had stated repeatedly that educational efforts were only valuable to him if
he gained personal and specific knowledge; yet what stood out to him in a traditional
educational situation were relationships with others.
The importance of relationships in dialogue is more than just one of
conversational partners. In discursive interaction, a response is only partly one's own,
since it is shaped by the activity or words of the first (Volosinov, 1986; Shotter and Katz,
1 999). This idea was supported by the majority of participants, in that six out of nine
specifically mentioned fellow group members by name in their interviews, citing
contributions these group members had made to their own understanding. The
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recognition that other group members helped to shape their experience suggests elements
of relational responsibility within our group. According to Gergen ( 1 999), relational
responsibility is the awareness that all dialogical partners have an active role in the joint
creation of meaning and that we are in part responsible for the actions of the other.
One of the steps on the way toward relational responsibility is the recognition of
internal others - the acknowledgement that a person's speech is not wholly his or her
own, since it is influenced by others conversational partners he or she has had in the past
(McNamee and Gergen, 1 999). In our meetings, both Roger and Mike recognized the
importance of internal others for future relationship building. Roger remarked that "I'm
very interested in what other people are thinking ...someday you may come back to one
of the thoughts. We're always gathering information; we don't necessarily use it but
someday it may be worth a whole lot to us" (RN234-6). For Mike, our meetings
contained "a melting pot of information and different skills and different approaches. No
information is lost. There's never more than I need to know . .. maybe not my purposes
but someone else's" (MM 1 54-162).
Mike's and Roger's comments demonstrate their recognition that the
contributions of others will remain with them and that they will likely be influenced by
them in future conversations. Stan mentioned that group members became internal others
through their dialogical contributions: "I left each of those meetings as I was driving
home I had thoughts running through my head . . . That's what I got from the give and take
session and when I came back then and said here's my thoughts on it - that 's what I was
trying to share with people" (SW349-50). For Stan, contributions by group members
remained with him after the meetings, and had a part in shaping his understanding. The
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voices of these internal others "returned" to the group through Stan in subsequent
meetings as he articulated his newfound understandings.
Stan's comment also reflects another aspect of relational responsibility- conjoint
relations. According to McNamee and Gergen ( 1999), conjoint relations are the
recognition that both conversational parties have a hand in creating meaning. This
awareness was clearly demonstrated among participants through their recognition of the
contributions of other group members to their own creation of meaning. For Roger, the
contributions of others facilitated his understanding when he noted that "You'd
understand a little bit by what other people would ask" (RN23). Stan commented that
hearing others' experiences "was stimulating me to think about their experiences and
translating that into a context of how would that apply to my alternative agriculture"
(SW276-92).
For Gergen (1999), the importance of becoming aware of conjoint relations in
social interaction is that "One's own role thus becomes that of a participant in a social
process that eclipses one's personal being. One's potentials are only realized because
there are others to support and sustain them" (p. 1 56-7). Rebecca and Sandy both seemed
to demonstrate this realization. Rebecca was grateful for the willingness to share
experiences by members of the group and remarked that ''The sharing of the experiences
brought up some things that perhaps . . . we were trying to do on our farm" (RG22-5).
Sandy commented that "It was very nice to be able to relate to the whole group on how
you received the information and everybody's thought processes seemed to . . . run the
same" (SLl 90-3).
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While participants did exhibit aspects of relational responsibility, McNamee and
Gergen (1 999) remind us that it is more than simply locating evidence of relational
events. Thus, in a truly dialogical space, relational responsibility must be acknowledged
and practiced by group members. Daloz (2000), however, points out that, as people
develop relational responsibility, the capacity to identify with others emerges. In the
comments of the participants listed above, perhaps we were seeing the beginnings of
relational responsibility in our meetings.
Assumptions and conflict

Since dialogical relationships are made up of individuals, in a varied group such
as ours it is likely that individual group members will possess differing assumptions that
sometimes can tum into conflicting issues. This was certainly the case in our meetings.
In order to dialogue, dialogical partners must be willing to suspend their own
assumptions and hold them out for all to examine (Bohm, 1 990), along with observing
and critically reflecting upon their own thinking (Senge, 1 990). Stan agreed, stating that
"I went into the discussions with an open mind. . . don't bias your thinking by saying ah
this must be the answer and then go looking for proof of that answer. That's the wrong
way to do anything" (SW33, 142-6). Greg admitted that he entered the meetings with
deeply held assumptions about alternative agriculture, commenting that "the definition of
alternative agriculture most people think of the horror stories .. . not actually something
that would, you know, looking at something as a new perspective and keep an open
mindedness" (GW29-40). For Greg, it was a speakers' ability to relate to the participants
that enabled him to suspend his own assumptions about the meetings: "They always had
plenty of ideas and things that were germane to my industry as well as theirs. . . . by the
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time that we started asking questions. . .I was able to drop my predisposition and
preconception of 'we11 this is not gonna relate to me "' (GW265-77).
While these participants commented that the climate of our meetings enabled
them to shed their assumptions, the comfortable atmosphere of our meetings actually had
a negative effect on the ability to address conflicting issues. According to Isaacs (1999),
one of the features of dialogue is the ability to openly address and work through
conflicting issues among group members. In our meetings, however, both the
participants and myself found it difficult to engage each other regarding uncomfortable
subjects. In regards to our meetings, Roger commented that "It wasn't a place to be
critical. It was a place to gather. . . to learn" (RN319-325), possibly indicating that
conflict distracts him from learning. Similarly, Mary was grateful that " . . . [No one]
looked down on anything I had to say. They all were very gracious" (MSM414). Other
participants, such as Rebecca and Mike, commented upon the friendly nature of the other
group members. For these participants, it seems as if the lack of conflict helped to
maintain a comfortable learning atmosphere.
Ironically, this unwillingness to address conflict in our meetings may have had a
negative effect on dialogical space. According to Greg, "There was a certain amount of
uncomfortableness in the room . . .I think it [discomfort] was as much as anything you
didn't know where everybody was coming from . . .if l say that is it gonna make them
mad . . . not being able to be open . . . creates that uncomfortable air" (GW219-246). It
seems significant that while many of the participants noted the open atmosphere of the
meetings, for Greg it was just the opposite. Due to the placid environment of our
meetings, Greg felt that he was unable to address his fellow group members openly for
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fear that he might disrupt this comfortable atmosphere. Greg also "worr[ied] about
courtesy'' (GW418) in voicing his thoughts to others.
While I initially found Greg's comments surprising, when looking back through
my reflective journals I discovered that I had shared similar feelings: "If Isaacs (1999) is
correct and we have to get to the conflict stage, I don't know if we'll ever NOT be polite
with each other. I tried to talk about some conflicting issues. ..[but] I wasn't able to come
out and say we're wrong, because I couldn't figure out a way to say it that wasn't
accusatory" (Retl. 10/1). As facilitator, I realized that the ability to address conflict
would be important in strengthening dialogical space. As I struggled with the desire to
progress further towards dialogue, I felt held back by wanting to maintain the
comfortable atmosphere that most of the participants seemed to appreciate.
Freedom and participation

One of the most important features of the collaborative learning environment is
the ability of learners to fully participate in the learning process. Freire (1970) insists that
dialogue is a basic right of every human being, but dialogue cannot occur when people
are not allowed to speak freely. To dialogue, people must have the freedom to speak
about their own ideas. Thus, an important part of dialogical space in our meetings was
freedom - the freedom for the group members to engage with others and participate in the
learning process.
For Sandy, a learning experience with no opportunity to participate has a negative
effect on the environment: "There's no room for anybody else's opinion in the lecture
type. It's kind of a cold setting" (SL267-72). In recounting her experience of our
meetings, she used the terms "warm" (SL 7) to describe the overall atmosphere and stated
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that "Our meetings were better because you could join in and feel like a part of the
meeting" (SL2 1 3-4), suggesting that our meetings were a positive learning environment
in which participation was integral to the learning experience. Roger conveyed similar
feelings, stating that he "enjoyed discussion. That's one of the highlights of a
meeting . . . [the group members] just don't want to stand and let somebody pour
something down them. They want to tell what they think and hear others tell what they
think" (RN204-8). Freedom to participate was also important to David, who felt that the
open environment of the meetings stimulated the ability of the group to dialogue: "I felt
like the atmosphere was open enough that nobody hesitated. If they wanted to say
something or ask a question they had no problem with doing that. My problem was just
waiting 'til I could ask mine" (DS 192-4). Additionally, David's comments convey his
enthusiasm for the ability to participate freely in the conversation, something which he
returned to later in the interview, stating that "I could see that [effect of open atmosphere]
in other class members . . . and I felt good about encouraging new members to come in"
(DS 1 09- 1 0). Rebecca was also motivated by the participatory environment of our
meetings: "I really like the sharing . . .I was very eager to come to the meetings and very
excited" (RG 1 89,249).
In dialogue, conversational participants must regard each other as peers (Bohm,
1990). As the facilitator of our meetings, I worked to create dialogical space by breaking
down the teacher-student barrier. In a traditional educational environment, the instructor
is the source of knowledge and participation is based upon control over this knowledge,
which results in only an illusion of freedom for the students (Dewey, 1 938). To create a
space where all collaborators are free to participate, the collaborative environment
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represents a paradigm shift away from this environment of control (Bruffee, 1 993; Peters
and Armstrong, 1998). I did this through joining the group and participating as a group
member, as well as by using facilitation techniques such as debriefing to stimulate
participation.
Near the end of every meeting, I asked all the participants to "debrief' by sharing
what was significant to them about the events of the current meeting. For Mary,
debriefing contributed positively to dialogical space by stimulating participation:
"Because everyone had to speak, even people who don't ever speak... it allowed them to
have their voice" (MSM281-7). Commenting on the same facilitative action, Roger
stated that "You give everybody a chance to tell their own story if they wanted to and to
relate to it. . .. People like to relate to what's going on" (RN274-86). It seems from these
responses that facilitation may have been necessary to provide some participants with the
freedom to openly engage in dialogue. I found evidence for this phenomenon again in
the field notes: "People have been given license to talk by Robin. Is that necessary to get
all group members engaged?" (FNl0/1).
Dialogical space provides a "climate of mutual trust" (Freire, 1970, p. 91 ).
Participants in a learning experience will feel secure enough to dialogue only if they have
established trust with each other (Brookfield, 1990). According to Buber (1947) trust can
only be fostered by a genuine or authentic tum towards the other. The speakers in our
meetings "turned towards" the participants by openly revealing personal information
about themselves and their businesses, thus creating an atmosphere of trust. This climate
of trust helped to create a space where participants were free to openly share their own
experiences.
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According to Mary, the speakers were both open and honest, and "were very open
to questions . . . even if it wasn't about their specific expertise [but] how they felt about
certain things . ..I appreciated that" (MSM230-6). Both David and Stan were "taken
aback" (DS70) and "impressed" (SWI 99) by the openness of the speakers, suggesting
that previous experiences with other speakers had been lacking in this trust. Roger also
indicated that the speakers fostered trust: "[the speakers] many times, told us their
secrets" (RN276).
The freedom to share experience opens the door to the creation of a dialogical
space (Isaacs, 1999). In attaching meaning to space, however, freedom is often
juxtaposed with fear (Tuan, 1977). Several participants expressed this fear by describing
their apprehension about sharing personal experiences with the group. Roger noted that it
was initially hard for him to share, as did Greg. For Greg, the group was the intimidating
factor: "If it was one on one as compared to a group . .. you wouldn't have to worry about
as much how you wanted to phrase your questions" (GW41 l -8).
While the freedom to dialogue can be liberating, most of us in Westem society
have been socially conditioned to keep many of our experiences private (Gergen, 2000).
Thus, the revelation of personal experiences to others and the awareness that these
experiences are socially constructed can potentially lead to insecurity (Gergen, 1999).
James did not "feel as much compulsion to jump up and start talking about my reactions.
I don't have anything to add" (JK I 7 1-2). James also admitted that "It's probably better if
I would enter into more depth and make more comments about things" (JK 173-4). As a
part-time farmer with a lifetime of experience in agriculture, it seems doubtful that James
had nothing to add to the conversation. Instead, his reluctance to contribute may have
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had more to do with the fact that he was the only participant to mention that the meetings
were not helpful to him. Perhaps James' s unwillingness to share his experiences was due
to the solitude of his position - in his mind, he had no one with whom to affirm his
beliefs. Sandy also expressed fear of sharing, but eventually was able to work through
her apprehension: "The first time I was a little nervous but the second time was okay"
(SL189). Later in the interview, Sandy suggested that the reason for her conversion was
a feeling of trust: "You can give your viewpoint and they're well received not only by the
speaker but by the other business people in the room . . . you can then process it and
discuss it" (SL225-6). When one member of a dialogical group speaks freely, it is
important to affirm that his/her willingness to speak is welcomed by others (Buber,
1947). Affirmation in dialogical space means not just hearing another's point of view,
but actively appreciating it (Gergen, 1 999). The affirmation of her experiences by other
group members created a welcoming space in which Sandy could attempt to engage in
dialogue.
As I mentioned earlier, dialogical space is only one aspect of the collaborative
learning environment. This brings us to the second facet of environment in our
meetings-collaborative place. While dialogical space involved interactions among
group members, collaborative place involved the interactions among group members and
aspects of the physical environment.
Collaborative place
Collaborative place is constructed out of the physical location where collaborators
come together to engage in collaborative learning. The process of transforming physical
location into a place occurs via the attachment of meaning through experience (Tuan,
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1977; Wagner, 2002). In collaborative learning, a specific location is transformed into a
place of meaning through the actions of collaborators working together. According to
Tuan (1977) a space becomes a place when "a locality become[ s] a center of felt value.

,,

(p.138). Place is a location where we stop or pause because it provides for some human
need, and is a source of stability and comfort. The notion of place is important because it
is something to which we can return.
Participants in our meetings described several components of collaborative place
which were significant in transforming the location of our meetings into a place infused
with meaning. Sandy, a small business operator for many years, described her need to
have a place to go to interact with other small business owners: "I think that it's
important for the small business people to have someplace to go to discuss situations and
problems" (SL9-10). This type of place did not exist in her community prior to our
meetings: "If they [small business owners] have a problem, they don't have any place to
go to confront what to do with it. And I think it's a good idea to have some place where
you can hash out these problems and find out that you're maybe not alone" (SL15- 1 6).
Thus, for Sandy, our meetings were a place where she could feel comfortable enough to
discuss her business. Stan also articulated his desire for a place to go, stating that "This
got to be like a social circle coming together and meeting with these folks. I think we
oughta just keep meeting somewhere once in awhile just to talk about things" (SW4054 1 2). Although Stan's needs were somewhat different than Sandy's (he did not mention
problem resolution), he did feel the need to continue our meetings because they were a
place to talk with others about issues that are important to him.
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Reacting to the physical environment

The concept of ecological psychology proposes that interactions between
experience and environment are interdependent (Barker, 1990). For example, when a
person enters a room full of desks in rows and a chalkboard at the front, it is likely that
the person "knows what to do". He or she may look around for an instructor, sit and face
the board, or prepare to take notes. There is nothing about that environment in itself that
prescribes note taking, only the experiences with other classroom environments.
Conversely, a particular environment becomes a classroom because of the reaction it
evokes. Ecological psychology factors importantly in the development of collaborative
place, in that past experiences with our surroundings inform us of what to expect when
we encounter new environments. We then react to this new environment "in terms of
possible responses" (Mead, 1934, p.247) gleaned from previous experience.
An example of this phenomenon occurred at our seventh research meeting.
Normally, our collaborative learning group met monthly in a somewhat sterile meeting
room at the local Farm Bureau building. There was a chalkboard at the front of the room,
the floor was industrial tile, and fluorescent bulbs overhead provided light. We sat
around folding "cafeteria" tables on hardback metal chairs. For the seventh meeting,
however, we chose to meet at a group member's home. The atmosphere was completely
different - we sat on soft couches and chairs in front of a fireplace with carpet under our
feet. Upon entering the home, I noticed that the group members, including myself, acted
differently. Everyone seemed more comfortable and we focused more upon talking with
each other instead of about the topic. Was this change in action due to the change in
environment? The participants were the same people, the focus of the meeting was the
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same; the only major difference was the environment. From this, I drew the following
conclusion: we reacted to the environment of the home differently than we did to our
classroom. In this case, we acted in a manner consistent with our previous experiences of
being a guest in someone's home. Instead of spending time with the topics, as we might
have done in our classroom environment, we spent time visiting with each other. "This
was a connection meeting - a get-together. We all got to know each other better perhaps due to the environment" (Refl. 12/7).
Food and the circle - Symbolic andfunctional aspects ofplace

In attaching meaning to the physical environment, objects serve as symbolic and
functional aspects of place (Tuan, 1977; Czikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 198 1).
In our meetings, food and the circle were two symbolic and functional objects that
enhanced our collaborative place.
Food and drinks are tangible objects that often are used in collaborative learning
environments to facilitate the process of coming together. Food and drink can assist in
creating a positive learning environment by inviting involvement by all participants
(Knowles, 1 980), and by generating cohesiveness and satisfaction for the group (Draves,
1995). During our meetings, usually at the beginning, everyone in attendance shared a
meal together. The sharing of a meal, stimulated interaction between participants,
enhancing the social climate of our collaborative place. "The whole ambience of sitting
around a table breaking bread with people cuts down on the standoffishness. When
you 're sitting next to someone and you 're eating chili you 're sharing an experience, a
social experience" (MSM324-6). James also mentioned that food was an important
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social aspect of the meetings. For Stan, "Food was a good social thing, a door opener if
you will" (SW207). For these participants, food served the functional role in our
meetings of creating a comfortable atmosphere. By sharing a meal at every meeting,
participants returned to a comfortable place, a place where they could be free to interact
with one another. This was well articulated by Stan, who remarked "People sit down and
have a little meal and sort of chit chat back and forth a little bit and then viola next thing
you know we're talking about something substantive" (SW207-213).
The social experience of sharing a meal was also related to a symbolic aspect of
collaborative place - the circle. Mary commented that "Food time [is] a very social
time ....when you get to sit down and find out about people . . .luckily you had it in a circle
so that you could talk across the table" (MSM156-66). Sandy also mentioned the circular
arrangement in our meetings: "When you come into a roundtable setting where people
are discussing their businesses .. .it's a comfortable setting and you can relax and put it
all on the table and see where it goes" (SLl 1 5-8). In collaborative learning, a circle is a
construction of physical space that, through joint action, we transform into symbolic
place. The circle has symbolic and functional qualities - it is a symbol for dialogue, and
it permits everyone to see and hear one another (Isaacs, 1 999). As Mary's and Sandy's
comments suggest, the circle was not only a practical way to foster conversation in our
meetings, but was also symbolic of social connection.
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Chapter reflection - Dialogical space and collaborative place in collaborative
learning

Isaacs (1 999), in his description of dialogue, places great importance on the
atmosphere in which dialogue takes place. According to Isaacs, this climate is one of the
most important facets of dialogue, since it influences how we act towards each other in a
collaborative environment. Thus, one of Isaacs' requirements for dialogue is the
provision of a space for dialogue to happen; dialogue cannot occur without it.
Importantly, while "we simply cannot make dialogue happen" (Isaacs, 1999, p.262), we
can jointly create a space where it can occur.
Did we, the group members, speakers, and facilitator, create a dialogical space
within our meetings? Evidence provided in terms of relational responsibility and
participation seems to indicate that some components for dialogical space were present.
If, as Merrill (2002) states, the beginning of collaborative learning is the creation of a
dialogical space, the evidence of dialogical space illustrates that we did in fact make
strides towards collaborative learning.
However, our failure to address conflict, to suspend assumptions, and to affirm all
group members' perspectives suggests that there were areas of dialogical space which
were underdeveloped. How much this affected our ability to engage in collaborative
learning is unknown, but I feel that the ability to address conflict must be attained to
establish a truly dialogical space. If a group is to "become collaborators on a coauthored
narrative in which new ideas may emerge" (Shotter and Katz, 1999, p. 160), the group
must focus more attention upon jointly creating space wherein collaborators can freely
connect and dialogue (Anderson, 1999).
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In reflecting upon comments made by participants, it is interesting to note that
throughout this chapter, the feeling of comfort in relation to place is mentioned again and
again. The "felt value" (Tuan, 1 977, p. 1 38) which defines place seemed to be based
upon our meetings as a place of comfort. Experiential bonds formed with social and
physical aspects of our meeting environment (Bell et al., 200 1 ) were clearly illustrated in
participants' comments regarding food and the circle. Taken together, these remarks
regarding the physical environment of our meetings suggest that the participants did in
fact transform our physical location into a collaborative place through the attachment of
meaning and experience (Tuan, 1 977; Wagner, 2002).
The importance of place was also demonstrated when we shifted our meetings to
a group member's home. What is not as clear, since I did not ask them directly, is how
this shift in environment affected participants' perceptions of the learning that took place
in that meeting. A sense of place is important in the way participants can engage in
collaborative learning, since the joint meaning attached to place can draw people together
(Williams, 2002). Ideally, when participants come together with the intent to engage in
collaborative learning, collaborative place serves as a basis for collaborative experience.
While it appears probable that we did create a collaborative place, whether return to this
place evoked collaborative action in our meetings due to previous experiences in that
place is unknown.
Although presented separately in this chapter, in practice dialogical space and
collaborative place are not separate entities, but are interdependent. According to Isaacs
(1 999), the collaborative climate is composed not only of the dialogical environment, but
also the energy and memories of people who interacted in that space. Through shared
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experiences of dialogical space among collaborators, we create a collaborative place that
symbolizes our collective energy and experiences of joint construction.
Participants' comments support the notion that dialogical space and collaborative
place worked together in our meetings. For example, in some of Sandy's remarks, it is
difficult to discern the difference between dialogical space and collaborative place.
When asked about her experience of the meetings, Sandy responded that they were
"comfortable . . .it wasn't a cold business type of atmosphere, sort of a family atmosphere
and . . . that would make you comfortable to discuss anything that you might have on your
mind" (SL102-104). "Family atmosphere" seems to suggest a mixture of the freedom to
dialogue and the comfort of a home environment. Mary's remarks also suggest this blend
of dialogical space and collaborative place in our collaborative learning environment: "If
you took away the dinner you wouldn't have gotten to know the group participants. If
you take away the question and answers all you've got is the lecture and you could have
done that with a video camera and a screen. . . . by incorporating all of the aspects of it is
what's made it a very well rounded whole" (MSM3 14-1 8).
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CHAPTER FIVE
COMMUNITY

According to Bruffee (1993), "Collaborative learning models the conversation by
which communities of knowledgeable peers construct knowledge" (p. 52). Given the
relationship between collaborative learning and community, it was not surprising that
community, and various comments relating to community, were among the most
frequently mentioned themes.
What is a community? According to Wilkinson ( 199 1), community emerges
naturally out of the tendency for humans to socially interact with one another. A
community is an aggregate of people who come together in a particular locality for a
common interest, often to fulfill social, biological, or economic needs (Bender, 1978;
Luloff and Swanson, 1995). Although locality is often important in their creation,
communities are not locale specific; a group of friends or a family can make up a
community (Bender, 1978).
Community is a social construction (Hummon, 1990); thus, community, like
collaborative learning, is created through the relationships of its interacting members.
Supporting this idea, Bender ( 1978) states that "Community is where community
happens" (p.6). Mike illustrated this point in commenting upon his experience of our
meetings: "I' ll go back to community ...the shared experiences are things that are
happening... in our own extended family almost" (MM149-53). Mike recalled that shared
experiences helped to create community in our meetings, and alluded to this community
within our collaborative learning group by referring to the group as his "extended
family".
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Like Mike, other group members described facets of the communities to which
they felt they belonged and suggested that building community was a function of
attending our meetings. These responses concerned the issue of membership, and were
expressed in terms of being accepted or denied into the community, as well as in terms of
issues concerning diversity, family, and the local community.
Acceptance/Denial into the community

Probably the most striking example of community membership in our meetings
was the theme of acceptance into the local farming community. The differences in
perceptions held by full-time, conventional farmers compared to those of part-time
farmers or farmers relatively new to agriculture sparked a consideration of insider
outsider perspectives in the community and in collaborative learning.
According to Mike and Mary, an important positive outcome of our meetings was
the feeling of being accepted into the local farming community. Although Mike is
originally from Blount County, both Mike and Mary are relatively new to the farming
community, having moved back after decades of living in different areas of the country.
They are especially new to the agricultural community, and only began farming part-time
after Mike's retirement. Our meetings provided Mike and Mary with an opportunity to
join the local farming community, a community to which they had had little prior
connection. According to Mike, "For us in particular it [meetings] was a way to associate
with the 'farm community' without being limited to fifth generation farmers" (MM2505 l ).

Early in her interview, Mary articulated that, like her and her husband, "In East
Tennessee, you have a lot of people that are moving in here that want to become
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gentlemen farmers" (MSM36-7). I found myself agreeing with her - in the few years that
I have lived in Blount County, I have observed many of the larger farms split into five to
ten acre tracts, designed for new residents who wish to engage in agriculture for
recreation. According to Flora and Flora (1996), these new residents' "attraction to the
physical place decreases their insertion into the social space of community'' (p.21 7). The
result is that in rural communities, newcomers are often made to feel like outsiders.
Despite her newcomer status, Mary's membership into the agricultural
community was fostered by the feeling of acceptance she gained in our meetings. She
commented that some of the members of our group she considered to be "old Maryville"
(MSM1 82), meaning well established members of the community. However, they did
not exclude her from participation. "David Smith and a couple of the other people, Stan
West . . . are really old Maryville .. . [butJ they didn't go off into cliques. . . .that was very
welcoming cause I sometimes can feel like an outsider in Maryville. I never felt like
anything I said in the group was taken like oh that newcomer and her hoity toity ideas"
(MSM1 8 1 -200). Interest in her ideas by people she viewed as longtime members of the
agricultural community made Mary feel accepted and valued within our meetings.
A different perspective was held by Greg, a full-time farmer and lifelong resident
of Blount County. For Greg, acceptance into the agricultural community was polarized
between traditional farmers and those in part-time or alternative agriculture, a view that
was reinforced during our meetings. Greg commented early in his interview that "A lot
of the speakers as well as the participants . ..came from unusual nontraditional
backgrounds.. .they weren't involved in regular agriculture. . . They weren't per se
farmers. Sometimes . .. they had unrealistic expectations .. . they weren't dependent on it
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to make an income. Where myself and maybe Roger Nichols and David were some of
the exceptions" (GW7-1 9). This statement seems to indicate that Greg clearly
distinguished between farmers and non-farmers in our meetings. Interestingly, both Mike
and Mary agreed with Greg that they were not "real farmers". The difference is that
Mike and Mary felt that they were a part of the agricultural community whereas Greg
repeatedly indicated that they and others like them are not. His feeling that these
individuals did not belong in the farming community affected the manner in which he
related with other group members. For example, Greg remarked that the "unrealistic
expectations" held by non-farmers in our meetings 'just sort of shocked me . . . if you
don't have any more sense than that what are you doing here" (GW 154-l 77). Perhaps no
other statement more clearly illustrates Greg's refusal to grant membership in the
agricultural community to these individuals. It seems as if their lack of understanding of
his agricultural world is a barrier to their even providing useful contributions.
Framing the theme of membership in the agricultural community in the context of
collaborative learning, it is helpful to return to relational responsibility once again.
Community is jointly formed from relationships created through social interaction
(Wilkinson, 1991 ); thus, the manner in which community members relate to each other
has a profound influence on which individuals are seen as viable members of that
community (Wilkinson, 1979; Flora and Flora, 1 996). According to Gergen ( 1999),
relational responsibility is the move from blame ( emphasis on just holding individuals
responsible) to taking responsibility for having an active role in the joint creation of
meaning. In Chapter Five, we discussed the first two characteristics of relational
responsibility: internal others and conjoint relations. The two other modes of relating
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responsibly - group realities and systems thinking - are helpful in framing our analysis of
acceptance into the agricultural community.
Group realities refer to the recognition that each individual is a representative of a
specific social group (McNamee and Gergen, 1999). Greg mentioned that he held
fundamental assumptions about agriculture that were not shared by some of the other
group members. According to Lewin ( 1948), every person is a member of a variety of
social groups, and the character of these groups determines where that person's loyalties
lie. Greg's comments indicated that he represents the group in which he feels he belongs
- the full-time conventional farmer. Other participants in our meetings who are not
members of that group thus do not understand Greg's position: "Certain people in the
meetings I felt like maybe didn't bring a full understanding of what it was to be involved
in agriculture as far as trying to make an income from it" (GW128-30).
An awareness of whole systems instead of individual factors is important in
relating responsibly (Gergen, 1999; Kaufmann, 1980). Both of the full-time conventional
farmers, Greg and Roger, emphasized the need for producing income as a significant
difference between them and their part-time counterparts: "A lot of people nowadays are
involved in agricultural pursuits and not really looking to make an income off of it.
They['re] looking at you know this'd be neat" (GW132-3); "maybe they didn't have to
make a living off of it like we as farmers do and that's many times is our reason for not
changing" (RN9). Thus, Greg's and Roger's assumptions about agriculture are different
from others' due to differences in background and experience. Recognizing that
assumptions such as these are not statements of individuality, but rather products of
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experience, can hopefully lead towards building shared understanding (McNamee and
Gergen, 1999).
One of the most poignant examples of systems thinking in our meetings was a
statement by Roger in reference to practitioners of alternative agriculture. Instead of
attacking the alternative farmers themselves, Roger justifies his reluctance to engage in
alternative agriculture due to past experiences: "When I started farming I done a lot of
different things and it took hours and hours and hours of work and I don't want. . . many
times you kindly abandon your families; I mean farmers are noted for abandoning their
families for what they're doing and these people worked just hours and hours and hours
of hard work" (RN158-65). Roger justified his reluctance to accept the viability of
alternative agriculture by virtue of his experience, but instead of polarizing the issue or
blaming others his response represented a more relational stance (Gergen, 1999) towards
alternative practitioners, infused with empathy and respect.
A tum towards relational responsibility such as the statement by Roger can lead
towards depersonalization of issues - one of the first steps in the development of
community (Flora and Flora, 1996). Unfortunately, Roger uttered this statement only
during his interview. What might have happened if Roger had shared this with the
group? Might it have provoked others with differing viewpoints, such as Greg or Mike,
to voice their differences? Could we have come to a shared understanding about what it
means to be a full-time or a part-time farmer? According to Luloff and Swanson (1995) a
healthy community is based upon a sense that individuals are part of the whole. This
results from the ability of individuals in the community to view each other as members,
instead of outsiders or insiders (Flora and Flora, 1996). Since participation is a major
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step in community development, our goal in community, as in collaborative learning, is
to create a situation where members can be open to discuss both the things that separate
them as well as that which brings them together (Geitner, 1994; Luloff and Swanson,
1995).
Diversity
The need for acceptance in community does not imply that in a community all
members must share similar views. On the contrary, multiple perspectives held by
community members can be valuable to the community (Hummon, 1990; Flora and
Flora, 1996). In both collaborative learning and community, if multiple perspectives are
encouraged and supported, the possibility for a rich community environment exists where
group members can benefit from each other's diversity. Correspondingly, the diversity of
our group was described by several group members as a positive aspect of our meetings.
Overall, the group members in our meetings appreciated the mixture within the
group. To Mike, our group was "a melting pot of information and different skills and
different approaches" (MM 154). The diverse nature of the group was also a positive
experience for Roger, who stated that he enjoyed interacting with "men and women with,
you know, assorted backgrounds" (RN38). David also remarked that he "liked the
variation in sex and age and experiences. That appealed to me about the group" (DS2849).
Since community is frequently assumed to be a force for societal well-being, it is
often associated with positive aspects or outcomes. However, community is not
necessarily positive social interaction - it is all social interaction, composed of different
people with different perspectives, interacting in different ways (Wilkinson, 199 1). The
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most common problem of including multiple perspectives in the community arises when
the views of one social group are overly dominant (Luloff and Swanson, 1 995), resulting
in unequal treatment or actions that do not allow for an expression of alternative
perspectives (Colin and Preciphs, 1 99 1 ). Mike seemed to agree; in comparing his past
educational experiences with his experience of our group, he remarked: "[In a group of]
fifth generation farmers . . .I could never speak out in a group like that" (JB25 l ).
Interestingly, Mike indicated that he felt comfortable speaking out in our meetings,
despite the presence of several "fifth generation farmers". Nevertheless, his comments
suggest that some members of the farm community find it difficult to relate with others
whom they view as having different perspectives.
In reflecting upon my own collaborative learning experiences, I recalled a similar
example of the potential negative effects of diversity in community, which occurred
during my tenure in the collaborative learning doctoral program. Our collaborative
learning cohort was originally composed of seven individuals, all of which, despite our
different backgrounds and interests, had come together for a common goal - to study
collaborative learning. The design of our program required that we take courses together
for a period of two years, in effect forming our own community around the study of
collaborative learning (Geitner, 1 994; http://web.utk.edu/-collab/). Soon into the
program, it became apparent that one of our cohort members had several fundamental
disagreements with the content of our program. The effects upon our learning
community were dramatic; as time went on, it became increasingly difficult for us as a
group to relate with this particular individual, as her stance towards collaborative learning
became increasingly polarized from ours. After a year together, it was mutually agreed
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upon by both her and the other cohort members that she was not a member of our
community. Eventually, this individual felt it best to leave the program.
While I do believe that in some ways the absence of this member enabled our
cohort to make progress towards the study of collaborative learning, her absence denied
us a valuable perspective, which challenged our own assumptions. In effect, we failed in
part to build our community by not focusing enough attention upon the issue of diversity.
Was this the fault of this particular individual for not opening herself up to other
perspectives; or did we, the other cohort members, act as the dominant social group, not
allowing her to express her views? Could our community have been strengthened by a
more concerted effort to understand our varied perspectives? Perhaps this is the reason
our cohort no longer continues to meet on a regular basis - there is little feeling of mutual
interdependency that accompanies a healthy community.
This particular example is relevant to this study because of its resemblance to the
different agricultural perspectives represented by the participating farmers. One group
member, Greg, did not acknowledge part-time or alternative agricultural producers as
members of the farming community. Greg, unlike most of the participants, never
mentioned that he felt like a member of the group. This has ramifications not only for
our group but for the wider agricultural community as a whole. In our meetings, the lack
of community felt by members such as Greg may have had an adverse effect on their
ability to value the contributions of others and progress towards collaborative learning.
Similarly, if conventional and alternative agricultural producers are seen as different
communities instead ofjoint members in the wider agricultural community, it seems
unlikely that they can progress towards creating shared understanding.
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Family
Another community membership issue that was significant to participants was the
involvement of family in agricultural enterprises. In current agricultural legislation and
media, much emphasis is placed upon preservation of the family farm (Odle and Phillips,
2001). The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines a family farm as a farm with no hired
manager or not a non-family corporation or cooperative (Economic Research Service,
1999). This loose definition means that almost all of the farms in America are family
farms; however, the concept of family farm is a more a perception than a definition. In a
survey of agricult�ral business and political leaders, Odle and Phillips (2001) reported
that although each individual surveyed supported the preservation of family farms, when
asked to define a family farm, each provided a strikingly different definition. While this
suggests that a family farm is an important social construct in agricultural society, it gives
no clues as to the role of the family in agricultural operations or the community. In our
meetings, the dynamics of working with family members was mentioned as a significant
aspect of the farm family role in the community.
The discussion of family was important in our meetings; few participants,
however, specifically mentioned preservation of the family farm. More important to
participants seemed to be the role of the family as a community unit. While families are
important units of communities, a family is a community in itself (Bender, 1978). Rather
than discuss the importance of family farms in the community, participants most often
mentioned the significance of involving multiple family members in an alternative
agriculture operation. For Mary, the "group dynamics of working with your family"
(MSM234) was a significant hurdle to overcome in a family farm operation. Similarly,
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David was impressed with "how he [one of the speakers] is now involving his wife and
his family" (DS70) and wondered if his own family could work together in the same
manner. This theme was commented upon several times by Rebecca, who currently
works with her husband and children in both on- and off-farm enterprises. In order to
work together productively, stated Rebecca, it is important that "each member of that
family. . . find what he or she does best" (RG46-7). Like Mary, Rebecca remarked that
focusing on cultivating relationships is crucial. In one of our meetings, the speaker
mentioned that one of the most difficult aspects of his farming operation was working
with an older family member who was reluctant to change. This comment struck a chord
with Rebecca, who returned to it in her interview: "I'm sure the grandchildren too
respected that father who started it. They didn't agree with him but they respected him
. . .I saw that with everyone [speakers] . Maybe not always agreeing but they were able to
work it out" (RG88-94 ). Like a community of collaborative learners, the community
within the family farm only thrives when members are allowed to freely contribute, while
at the same time showing respect for each other (Flora and Flora, 1996; Armstrong,
1999).
Membership in the local community
While collaborative learning in our meetings was an attempt to create community
around the topic of alternative agriculture, the act of participating in the meetings also
served as a means to integrate group members into their local community. In her
interview, Sandy lamented that "People don't know us locally as much as we're known
around the United States" (SL50), and added that "It would be nice to know your
community" (SL6 l ). Throughout the interview, Sandy repeated that she enjoyed our
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meetings because they were a chance for her to meet and interact with others in her
community who heretofore she had not known or spoken with: "It's nice to see what the
business communities are out there" (SL127). Like Sandy, Mike and Mary also "enjoyed
meeting the people" (MSM 1 4) in our meetings, because establishing relationships with
other community members in tum made them "feel more like a member of the
community'' (MM 108). Importantly, Sandy pointed out that membership helped to build
relationships with fellow community members: "[Being a member of the group] made me
feel that I had maybe a whole new source of potential friends and business associates and
that's nice . . . I think it enabled us to share our own experiences with each other" (SL309l 8). For Sandy, Mike and Mary, community membership meant a feeling of togetherness
(Hummon, 1990); a "knowing that you're not out there by yourself' (SL3 14-5) and that
others are there to support you personally and professionally.
Chapter reflection - Collaborative learning and community

One aspect of collaborative learning that distinguishes it from other educational
venues is that a collaborator is not simply a contributor, but a part of the group (Geitner,
1994; Peters and Armstrong, 1998). Similarly, membership in a community, as
illustrated by participant descriptions of a family farm, means more than simply
contributing talents or skills. A community, like a collaborative learning group, is a
functioning whole, a joint construction that is more than the sum of each individual
member's contributions (Wilkinson, 1991; Luloff and Swanson, 1995).
Upon reflection, I believe that the attempt to engage in collaborative learning in
our meetings served to create community around the topic of alternative agriculture for
most of the participating farmers. As a participant in our meetings David realized that
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"The further I went the more I could see that this is not just an economic project but it's
one of actually socializing with other farmers and neighbors and friends" (DS 10- 12).
According to Wilkinson ( 1991), community is created through social interaction of the
type that David described. Importantly, participants suggested that creating a community
was contingent upon membership in our meetings and in the wider agricultural
community. Becoming accepted as members into our collaborative learning community
allowed participants to contribute freely and feel that these contributions were valued and
affirmed. Denial of membership, however, meant that these contributions went unheard
and that the person was not granted a role in creating community. For example, while the
diverse perspectives brought to our meetings by different farmers were perceived as
beneficial to the group, the refusal to accept these perspectives by some of the
participating farmers raises a concern as to which voices were represented and heard in
our collaborative learning community and which remained silent.
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CHAPTER SIX
CREATING KNOWLEDGE
Probably the most common question asked of someone completing an educational
activity is "What did you learn?" Education, at its most basic element, is about
knowledge. Depending upon the source, however, knowledge has many different
meanings. Descartes {as cited in Shatter and Katz, 1 996) postulated that knowledge is a
product of the mind analyzing the surrounding world. To Phillips (1997), knowledge is
defined as knowing about something. Knowledge has also been described as stored
experiences - pieces of information absorbed and committed to memory (Schauble,
1997). In these examples, knowledge is something that exists and awaits our discovery.
Practitioners of collaborative learning define knowledge in a different way:
knowledge can be created anew and is something that can be shaped and reshaped in the
process of interacting with one another (Peters and Armstrong, 1998; Armstrong, 1999;
Merrill, 2003 ). Collaborative learning is grounded in the theory of social construction,
whereby knowledge of the self and world is created in relationships. The major premise
of social construction is that the way we describe, represent, and explain our world are all
derived within relationships with others (Gergen, 1999).
In attempting to clarify the constructionist perspective of knowledge, it is
necessary to address the criticism of its alleged laissez-faire subjectivity. Phillips (1997)
points out that some cultures have socially constructed the perception that the earth is
flat, when science has proved that view to be false. What Phillips fails to point out,
however, is the difference between truth and knowledge. Phillips defines knowledge as
being about something, thus knowledge is not defined by scientific accuracy. Instead,
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social constructionists would argue that to this particular culture, the perspective that the
world is flat is knowledge that they have created; it is their truth and their reality. The
fact that the earth has been shown to be spherical does not change their knowledge or the
nature of its construction. As noted by Bakhtin (1984), "Truth is not born nor is it to be
found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people collectively
searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction" (p.110).
Social interaction is the key ingredient in the construction of new knowledge
(Bakhtin, 1981 ; Gergen, 1999). Wittgenstein ( 1 953, 1 967, 1980), using language as a
metaphor for knowledge, proposed that the meaning of a word is its use in language.
Meaning is created among people as they use words in their daily interactions with each
other. Thus, for Wittgenstein, knowledge is not a static entity, but an ever changing
creation. Shotter (1994) refers to this active creation of knowledge as knowing from
within. For Shotter, creation of knowledge occurs within "that interactive moment when
the people involved-their joint action-make the connections linking them both to each
other, and, to their circumstances" (p.6). In this moment of joint action, the myriad of
historical, cultural, social, physiological, and physical forces that make one situation
impossible to completely recreate are present (Bakhtin, 1981). The knowledge and
meaning created between persons engaged with one another is determined by these
forces; therefore knowledge is constructed within this moment of social interaction
(Wittgenstein, 1953; Shotter, 1994).
Collaborative learning affords the opportunity for socially constructed knowledge
since it is based upon joint interaction among its members (Bruffee, 1993). If, as Peters
and Armstrong (1998) propose, construction of new knowledge is the hallmark of
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collaborative learning, then an investigation into knowledge construction in our meetings
should reveal evidence of the group's engagement in collaborative learning. Thus, the
remainder of this chapter will describe the construction of new knowledge that occurred
within this context.
New knowledge

Prior to examining the knowledge created in our meetings, new knowledge must
first be defined. New knowledge is something that is socially constructed between
collaborators as they work together; it is "new" because it is knowledge that cannot exist
in the lives of the individual participants or the group before the collaborative learning
experience (Peters and Armstrong, 1998; Armstrong, 1 999). In the context of alternative
agriculture, for example, while methods of mushroom propagation shared by a speaker or
group member may have been new material to the participants, in a collaborative learning
sense this information is not new because it was already known by someone; that is, it
was already constructed (Merrill, 2003) and simply shared with the other group members.
However, dialogue around the topic of mushroom production may reveal ideas,
consequences, financial problems, and historical or social issues involved with
implementing mushroom cultivation, all of which are specific to the group and not solely
brought to the learning experience by any group member. This new knowledge related to
mushroom production is a product of the group's interaction.
To locate supporting evidence for collaborative learning within our meetings, I
searched the data for confirmation that the knowledge gained in our meetings was
actually new to the participants. Throughout the interviews, participants enthusiastically
mentioned many aspects of alternative agriculture that they had become aware of in the

82
meetings. A large part of these can be directly traced back to topics presented by the
speakers. Closer examination, however, revealed that some of this knowledge was at
least in part shaped by the group.
For example, dedication was a significant topic to arise out of our second
meeting, as described by James. James mentioned that he "was impressed in particular
because of their [speakers] dedication" (JK14). He remarked: "One of these persons in
particular was telling about having a full-time job, and yet he had this poultry, lamb and
beef business .. . that's really dedication" (JKl 9-22). Without knowing the context of that
particular meeting, at a glance it appears as if James learned about dedication from his
individual observations of the speaker. However, a review of the field notes, reflective
journals, and comments of other participants revealed the influence of the group in
shaping the topic of dedication. After this meeting, I remarked in my reflections that "I
think the best thing was when I asked Jane [ another group member] to say more about
dedication (after she had mentioned it two times). Other group members chimed in, and
she then took on the role of facilitator, asking others questions and expanding. The group
members were leading and I saw the appearance of "x" [new knowledge] (as dedication)"
(Refl. 5/28).
In the meetings, the topic of dedication was centralized between several group
members. Importantly, neither James nor the speaker introduced the topic, but instead it
was brought to the group by another member and was built upon by comments of other
members. Later in the meeting, another group member, Greg, brought up the topic of
dedication for discussion again. Roger, although not using the term dedication, also
mentioned its significance to him in our meetings, stating that alternative agricultural
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producers "have been very successful in what they did because of their intensity, ability
to work, desire" (RNl 1). By discursively interacting around the concept of dedication,
the group members "became collaborators on a coauthored narrative in which new ideas
may emerge" (Shotter and Katz, 1999, p. 160). As a result, dedication became a topic that
the group shaped and reshaped across several meetings together, and in the context of our
alternative agriculture meetings, was a newly created concept.
The example presented above suggests that new knowledge was created in our
meetings; thus, I will now tum my attention to how this creation of new knowledge came
about. Two aspects of our meetings, contributions by others and the ability to relate
experiences with the group, were significant in creating new knowledge among the
participants.
Contributions of others

Engaging in a collaborative learning activity depends upon group members freely
participating in the conversation (Osborne, 2002). Through participation, members
contribute to the construction of knowledge by sharing information, asking questions, or
speaking from their experiences (Isaacs t 1999). In our meetings, participants regarded
such contributions as an important facet of the learning process.
For Stan, contributions of both the speakers and other group members stimulated
him to think in depth about alternative agriculture: us haring of information about what
they did which in almost every case I knew absolutely nothing about. My mind was
running around . . .I was listening to all these things and thinking 'wow, this is neat and,
gosh, if I was doing that I might do this "' (SW226-234). The contributions of others
were also important to Rebecca, who indicated that questions asked by other group
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members contributed to further sharing of information. She remarked that "Most of the
people asked really good questions . . . they asked good questions to get more information"
(RG139-43). Rebecca's comments seem to indicate that she valued the contributions of
others for their quality as well as for their ability to reveal more information about the
topics at hand. This was important to James as well. James's comments reinforce his
opinion that the value of knowledge in agricultural education is its usefulness, but at the
same time, he comments with amazement at the ability of others to add knowledge
through their contributions: "When we got down there and started walking around talking
about all the possibilities, it's amazing when you have a group together that they come up
with so many different ideas and some of them are bound to be helpful" (JK369-72).
This is particularly notable considering James' assessment of the information in the
meetings as being not personally helpful to him. In discussing the same meeting (our
visit to Mike and Mary's farm), Rebecca remarked that she thought "It was a very good
idea . . . to go to a place where maybe we could put what we were learning with your
previous meetings to practical use" (RG203-6). Like James, Rebecca's comments
illustrate that she values knowledge for it practical use. More importantly, however, she
suggests that putting this knowledge to use in our meetings is not an individual effort, but
rather a group effort.
While these comments indicate that participants clearly valued the contributions
of others in the learning that occurred in our meetings, it is unclear from these statements
if these contributions actually led to construction of knowledge.

In collaborative

learning, the dialogic contributions of others are the foundation upon which shared
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meaning is built (Cotter, 200 1 ) and the construction of knowledge is only possible
because of this social interaction (Gergen, 1 999).
Correspondingly, for many of the participants the contributions of others also lead
them to newfound observations or understandings about alternative agriculture. Greg
commented that "I think some of the people . . .just don't realize they may be good at one
thing that they're doing". He suggested that they might be more successful in agriculture
"if they were able to market [their products] somewhere else" (GWl 78-85). Others
sharing their agricultural experiences within the group prompted Greg to think about
alternative marketing strategies for agricultural products. Greg's tone was one of
recommendation, but reflected a newfound understanding of the need to seek alternative
agricultural markets. While this may not be solely a factor of the group's contributions, it
cannot be solely attributed to Greg's knowledge prior to the meetings, since he did not
know about others' farming operations before the meetings and does not utilize
alternative markets in his own operation.
In our meetings, Mary found that "[We could] take ideas that somebody else had
and build on them" (MSM 12). One particular idea that was significant to Mary was the
topic of cooperation in agriculture. As a result of others contributing to the topic of
cooperation, Mary "learned that there can be cooperation if the people really want it. I
think we will find a way of co-oping . . . it [meetings] opened up the possibility of being
able to look at that" (MSM393-6).
Hearing others describe their successes in alternative agriculture created hope for
Roger: "The biggest thing that would pop up in my mind is that there's a lot of things that
could be done. I mean it's possible for a lot of different kinds of people to, to accomplish
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these things and that should give everybody hope if they want to change. . . .it was very
satisfying to be at the meeting and hear what they said" (RN308- l 5). The importance of
others in constructing knowledge in our meetings was perhaps best articulated by Stan
when he remarked: "A group of people that are openly sharing ideas, observations,
questions about something stimulate each other to think. To me having a group of people
open up and talk helped me to get from that group different perspectives, tum my
thoughts around a little bit, made me look at a different issue. I would have learned some
of the same stuff but the give and take of having people in the group have questions or
make comments. To me it's that give and take of the group that make[s] the group
worthwhile" (SW486-507). In reference to collaborative learning, Stan's comments echo
those of Bruner's (1 996), who states that "It's the give and take of talk that makes
collaboration possible" (p.93).
Relating personal experiences

The contributions of others were not the only factor contributing to the
construction of new knowledge in our meetings. According to Mead ( 1 934), shared
meaning and exchange of perspectives are involved in all social interaction, signifying
that the creation of knowledge involves contributions from both parties. As Berger and
Luckmann ( 1966) describe, "In the face to face situation language possesses an inherent
quality of reciprocity that distinguishes it from any other sign system" (p.37). In our
meetings, this reciprocal nature of our conversations invited participants to relate back to
the group with their own experiences.
Roger credited the contributions of others in enabling him to compare his farming
experiences with the alternative agricultural topics that arose during our meetings: "There
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was a lot of unique thoughts . . . maybe there's another way to do what we're doing,
another approach" (RN64-68). According to Roger, he was able to "relate to a lot of
things that these people are talking about" (RN25) due to the contributions of other group
members, which was "very, very enlightening" (RN28) to him because "A lot of the
things they were doing were clear out of what we'd ever thought abouf' (RN32-33).
Without having asked Roger, I cannot be sure who exactly is represented by the "we" he
refers to near the end of this statement, but given his emphasis on his occupation as a full
time farmer throughout the interview, I assume that he is referring to himself and other
full time farmers. This is significant because Roger indicates that the knowledge he
gained out of our meetings was new to him - something he had not experienced during
his tenure as a farmer. It is not the knowledge itself that is enlightening to Roger, but the
fact that he can use what he knows as a farmer to contribute to this newfound knowledge.
People learning from each other, recalled Myles Horton, involves each person knowing
something and having an opportunity to build upon their knowledge together (Horton and
Freire, 1 990). Correspondingly, Roger noted that "[In the meetings] I'd be trying to
evaluate what he said according to what I knew and . . . where would it fit in, in my
thoughts or in my hopes or desires as a farmer" (RN1 94-20 1 ).
Other group members also found that relating their own experiences was
beneficial in gaining new knowledge from the meetings. Sandy commented that by
"leam[ing] from other people's business strategies . . . you might could take that same
strategy and rework it for your own business" (SL125). Throughout the meetings, Stan
"was applying what I considered to be those lessons to what I'm doing with my bees"
(SW287). As a group member, Rebecca saw the opportunity to relate her experiences to
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the group as a chance to contribute to others' understanding: "I sometimes hoped what
we were doing with our farm could help somebody get an idea of what they could do"
(RG1 59-62).
In relating personal experiences with the experiences shared by others, new
knowledge for Stan meant shifting from negative to positive thinking about the potential
of farmers to engage in alternative agriculture. Prior to the meetings, Stan, although
engaged in a successful alternative agricultural venture himself, was skeptical about the
possibilities of alternative agriculture as a viable way to remain on the farm. He recalled
that "I came from one of the meetings thinking there's no way that if these people don't
have a good job to support their farming habit they're not gonna make it. After seeing
some of the discussions and hearing some of the stories, yeah I see people can do it"
(SW53-5). Stan's negative assumptions about alternative agriculture were challenged by
other group members' sharing positive experiences. Stan's perceptions, however, were
only altered when he contributed to the dialogue by relating his own experiences. The
ability to connect his experiences with others, as well as an openness to critically reflect
upon his assumptions (Bohm, 1 990; Isaacs, 1 999), melded with the experiences of others
to create new knowledge: "If you had asked me before our meetings could you survive
just on beekeeping on this place right here, I'd have probably said I doubt it, but now I
think as a result of those meetings I think it can be done. That's what I got out of the
meetings was a perception shift - an attitude shift from skepticism to optimism and that to
me was why the whole exercise has been quite worthwhile" (SW66-7 1 ). It is interesting
to note that even Stan's language, as well as his perception of alternative agriculture, had
shifted as a result of this new knowledge. For example, Stan initially described
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alternative agriculture as a "farming habit", but after participating in our meetings
referred to alternative agricultural ventures as "productive businesses" (SW71 ), reflecting
new meaning within his understanding of alternative agriculture.
While relating personal experiences can be viewed as individual responses during
a conversation, it is important to keep in mind that in discursive interaction a response
can only be partly one's own, since it is shaped by the activity or words of the others
(Volosinov, 1 986; Shotter and Katz, 1 999). Our utterances are in some measure a
response to what has come before, and our actions are based this social interaction
(Mead, 1934). Even though the responsive action can vary tremendously, the meaning of
the utterance is understood in the response and attitude towards the speaker (Bakhtin,
1986). Thus, creation of knowledge in our meetings was a combination of group
members contributing to the dialogue and of others then responding with their
expenences.
Individual and group knowledge
According to Peters and Armstrong ( 1998), in collaborative learning new
knowledge is constructed by both individual group members and by the group as a whole.
In other words, new knowledge is only a part of the definition of knowledge construction
in collaborative learning; for whom and by whom this knowledge is constructed is also
important. While I have examined evidence of new knowledge constructed in our
meetings, I have not discussed for whom that knowledge was produced, nor the nature of
this new knowledge construction in relation to both individual participants and the group
as a whole.
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In most learning activities, knowledge is either presented or created for the
purpose of the individual learner (Phillips, 1997). While the generation of information
for individual purposes can be present in collaborative learning, what sets collaborative
learning apart from other types of teaching and learning is that knowledge is constructed
by the joint actions of the group (Armstrong, 1999). Group knowledge, because it is
created and shared by the group members through their joint action, generates meaning in
the unique context of that group (Shotter, 1994; Peters and Armstrong, 1998). In our
meetings, participating farmers provided evidence pointing to the creation of both
individual and group knowledge.
Individual knowledge

An example of new individual knowledge created in our meeting is illustrated in
the following remarks made by Stan. In recalling his experience of our meetings, Stan
remarked that "Here's what I've heard from the guy, here's the questions and discussions
I've heard and from all this here's how it plays back . . . that to me helps me to sort of sort
through my thoughts and say would this really apply to me. I think I probably got as
much out of your meetings as anybody in the room. I left there, each of those meetings
as I was driving home I had thoughts running through my head. When I came back then
and said here's my thoughts on it that 's what I was trying to share with people" (SW295302).
Stan's example raises several important issues about the nature of the knowledge
created in our meetings and the manner in which it was created. Stan's knowledge seems
to represents knowledge construction according to the social constructivist view (as
compared to social constructionism). In both constructionism and constructivism,
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knowledge is constructed in coordination with others (Phillips, 1 997). While in social
constructivism, development of individual knowledge is significantly influenced by
social relationships, it is the individual who constructs this knowledge (Gergen, 1 999). In
this sense, the individual group member is still separate from relationships with other
members, regardless of the amount of influence.
Mike, however, presents an example of individual new knowledge from a
constructionist perspective. When I asked Mike what he learned in the meetings, he
described that his understanding of alternative agriculture was enhanced by "other
persons . . . asking very pertinent questions of things that I might not have thought of'
because "the answer came back and it was different than what I expected . . . so that in
itself. . .illuminates what he [presenter] had said and expands it" (MM 1 42-45). Mike
went on to cite several examples of specific topics where others' questions expanded his
understanding by providing "a new facet on a thing I knew" (MM60). Mike's comments
are laden with the suggestions that other's contributions created new knowledge for him
within the context of the meetings. In the examples he cited (goat production and
apiculture), he stressed that the topic itself was not new to him but that he gained a
newfound understanding of these topics due to the collaborative efforts of the group.
What separates Mike's example from Stan's is that for Mike the construction of
knowledge occurred as a product of the group's interaction. It is individual knowledge
because it appears as if it had meaning for Mike alone although it was created through the
actions of the group.
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Group knowledge

Group knowledge was also created in our meetings. Unlike individual
knowledge, group knowledge is unique to Type ill teaching and learning because it is a
product of the joint action of the group. According to Peters and Armstrong ( 1998),
group knowledge can be differentiated from individual knowledge because it is
"something other than the individual interpretations of what the group has constructed"
(p. 76).
An example of new group knowledge in our meetings was created around the
topic of cooperation in agriculture. In the fourth meeting, the speaker, a farmer who had
become involved in a cooperative, discussed the details of this cooperative group of
farmers as they worked together to produce and market value-added agricultural
products. For over half of the participants, the topic of cooperation initiated by this
speaker was significant enough to be mentioned in their interviews. While this
demonstrates the popularity of the topic, it does not necessarily signify new group
knowledge. It was Mary who initially expounded on the topic of cooperation and how its
meaning was newly constructed in our meetings.
Responding to the question of what was significant to her during our meetings,
Mary remarked that "We could use and take ideas that somebody else had and build on
them. I like the idea of agriculture where people are helping one another" (MSM12-1 4).
In this short comment, Mary conveys several important ideas about how our group
shaped the meaning of cooperation. First, Mary's second sentence demonstrates that she
learned about cooperation through the speaker's presentation concerning the topic of an
agricultural cooperative. More importantly, however, Mary's first sentence indicates that
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cooperation gained meaning for her in the meetings due to group members sharing
experiences and others building upon them. In effect, group members collaborated to
build upon the theme of cooperation. If this is the case, it is likely that the group
members' collaboration in the meetings helped to shape the meaning of agricultural
cooperation, thus making it a significant topic for her.
While on the surface this appears to be no different than Mike's example of newly
created individual knowledge, several occurrences during our meetings support the
notion that cooperation was an example of group knowledge. In my reflections after this
meeting, I remarked: "Especially striking to me were two incidences at the end regarding
Mike and Mary and Glen [another group member]. Glen asked what it would take for us
to start a cooperative like [the speaker] was describing, and it suddenly hit me that that's
what we're doing now. Our group is actually doing it now [collaborating to create
something], and 'we caught it in the moment' (Shotter and Katz, 1 996). This, to me, is
the most significant thing to happen in our meetings thus far. Secondly, Mary and Mike
talked about the cooperative in terms of creating something new. Groups creating
something new using their knowledge and experience - I couldn't believe what I was
hearing" (Refl 8/27). Additionally, this particular example of cooperation as group
knowledge was challenged by the graduate research assistant, who was familiar with
knowledge construction and collaborative learning. Reflecting upon her comments, I
remarked: "As far as these meetings go, I think I might agree that the majority of what we
did was constructivism, with the exception of a few topics. I still think we as a group
have created new meanings of cooperation, since it comes up all the time. I didn't
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manufacture thoughts about cooperation in my head- it came· from within the group"
(Refl. 10/29).
Further evidence of this example being group knowledge was provided by the fact
that different group members returned to the theme of cooperation in at least three
subsequent meetings. Eventually, the repeated emphasis upon cooperation culminated in
a cooperative action in the seventh meeting, where we visited to Mike and Mary's farm in
an effort to assist them with ideas for their fanning operation. When I questioned him on
the knowledge he gained from this experience, Mike remarked: "The answer was there.
The group had the answer. I felt very comfortable there and I felt like a member of the
group and I hope I had something to add" (MM234-8). Again, cooperation is not a new
idea, nor is it new to agriculture, but the meaning of cooperation was new knowledge for
group members as a group in the context of alternative agriculture, created within the
course of our meetings.
While the previous examples have focused on group knowledge as related to
content, group knowledge in collaborative learning is also a reflection of the joint
creation of process. In our meetings, another example of group knowledge was the way
of learning created through the joint actions of the group. In comparing our meetings to
her past educational experiences, Sandy's comments reflected this joint creation of group
knowledge: "It was all real. It wasn't an artificial lecture. I mean these are real people
dealing with real life situations and in a roundtable discussion everything is real and it's
happening now" (SL278-82). Sandy's phrase "everything is real and ifs happening
now" is akin to what Heron and Reason (2001) term experiential knowing - the "in-the
moment" perceptions of the participants as they experienced our meetings. Shetter
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(2002b) describes these "fleeting first time, only-once-occurrent. . . events" as "particular
understanding[s] from within our ongoing participation in an active meeting that enables
us to go on in a practical situation in an unconfused, well-oriented fashion" (p. 2). This
knowing from within was the underlying force that allowed our meetings to "go on" in a
manner that was specific to our group. As Sandy's comments suggest, this was brought
about through the "roundtable discussion", or the way the group worked together to allow
the group to participate in creating its own way of learning. Unlike a lecture, which is
"artificial" because it is constructed by someone else and disseminated to learners, the
group's way of learning together was "real" to Sandy because the group had constructed
a specific way of learning together that existed only within the group.
Chapter reflection - Knowledge creation in collaborative learning
Reflecting upon this chapter, I realize that I struggled more with construction of
knowledge than any other issue in our meetings, and I am still struggling as I compose
this dissertation. While I feel fairly confident that instances of new knowledge were
created within our meetings as a result of contributions of others and the opportunity to
relate our experiences, the nature of that knowledge and the manner in which it was
created is more problematic for me.
After looking through the transcripts, field notes, and journals, the vast majority
of new knowledge gained was individual, and I have found less evidence indicating the
new knowledge we created was group knowledge. Most participants, like Stan and Mike,
discussed knowledge in terms of what they personally gained from the meetings. Group
knowledge, such as the example of cooperation, was mentioned with far less frequency.
There are several possible reasons for this. The first is that perhaps we simply did not
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create many instances of group knowledge. The lack of cited examples of group
knowledge in both the interviews and field notes support this line of reasoning. Second,
the interview technique may be partially to blame. Participants were interviewed
individually, and questions were directed towards them as individual members of the
group. A group interview may have been helpful in eliciting new facets of knowledge
important to the group as a whole (Kvale, 1983 ). Third, in a society that places
importance of the individual over the group, and knowledge as a personal possession
(Gergen, 2000), perhaps it is not surprising that knowledge was most often referred to by
participants as something gained by individuals alone. Fourth, my perceptions of
knowledge, as well as the perceptions of many of the group members, were perhaps
based upon content rather than process. It is important to note that Sandy's example
regarding knowing from within only became evident to me long after the meetings during
the course of my reflections upon this study, and it was only alluded to by one group
member. Perhaps our group did create a new way of learning together, but given the
evidence provided by the participants we likely failed to attend to it during our meetings.
Regardless of which reasons are most accurate, it is important to remember that
collaborative learning is defined as the creation of both individual and group knowledge
(Armstrong, 1999; Peters and Armstrong, in press; Merrill, 2003). Thus, the fact that
group knowledge was described less frequently in our meetings than individual
knowledge leads me to question the success of our attempt to create a collaborative
learning experience.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
STRUCTURE OF THE MEETINGS: COMBINING THE THREE TYPES OF
TEACHING AND LEARNING
To begin this chapter, let me return to the first research question: How will the
process ofcollaborative learning be experienced byfarmers in a combined Type I, II, and
Ill teaching and learning environment? Chapters Three through Six described the

experiences of participating farmers in response to the process of collaborative learning
(Type III). I must now address the second part of this research question: how did the
participants experience the combined Types I, II, and III teaching and learning structure
of our meetings? This chapter analyzes specific comments directly related to the Types
of teaching and learning, as well as participants' perceptions of the overall structure of
this learning experience. Examination of relevant responses provided feedback to my
selection and use of this method, and assisted me in revising my practical theory of
utilizing collaborative learning in alternative agriculture education.
Role of the speakers
Prior to describing the influence of the speakers in our group's attempt to engage
in collaborative learning, it is necessary to clarify my role as facilitator compared to the
role of the guest farmer speakers. My role was that of facilitation of the meetings - I
arranged the logistical details prior to each meeting, and during the meetings I attempted
to facilitate a collaborative learning experience by using the approach I described in
Chapter Two. I only assumed the speaker/presenter role in the first meeting, since that
was the introductory session. The guest farmer speakers, on the other hand, were the
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"feature" of the meeting, in that they presented to the group their specific alternative
agriculture operation. The following paragraphs detail my findings regarding the role the
speakers played in transitioning through the three types of teaching and learning in the
meetings.
For many of the participants, the guest farmers as speakers were a significant part
of their Type I learning experience in our meetings. Speakers were described as "very
informative and easy to follow" (SLl 7 1 ), "done a good job in. . . alternative agriculture"
(JK6-7), "well-rounded, intelligent, and well organized" (RG 1 34-6), and ''well prepared"
(DS 1 83). Every participant complimented the speakers on the quality of their
presentations, and there were no negative responses regarding the speakers in any of the
interviews.
The quality and clarity of the presentations was important to Mike, who remarked
that "They had something to say and they said it well so it was not being professional
instructors. . .it was easy to know what they were talking about" (MM1 30-6). James
echoed these remarks, stating that, "They've been interested in their subject and anybody
that's interested in it can present it much better to other people" (JK 1 56-7). These
comments indicate that the participants place a high value upon the quality of the
speakers in a learning experience. Mary remarked that "They [speakers] knew what they
were talking about" (MSM230), suggesting that the credibility and quality of the speakers
was important to her as well.
Peters and Armstrong ( 1 998) define the role of the teacher in Type I teaching and
learning as transmitter of information, whereas participants in this type of learning
experience serve as recipients of this information. The comments above suggest that the
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speakers in our meetings fulfilled the role of a Type I presenter. According to Bruffee
( 1 993), most learners are familiar with this type of teaching and learning; for example,
Mike referred to the guest farmers as "instructors" and David termed our meetings
"classes". Perhaps due to their past educational experiences, the role of the speaker as
instructor was familiar to participants and one they reacted to favorably, since traditional
activities in education often involves a teacher or instructor as the provider of information
(Freire, 1 970; Knowles, 1 980). The positive nature of participants' comments also
warrants attention. According to Cafarella (2002), adult learners require presenters to be
informative and of high quality to result in a positive learning experience. The fact that
participants repeatedly mentioned the quality of speaker presentations suggests that the
use of Type I teaching and learning was both valuable and appreciated.
The speakers also stimulated Type II engagement among participants. In our
meeting this sharing began in the form of questions directed toward the speaker and
toward other participants. In general, these questions facilitated the expansion of
presented information and helped participants relate the topics presented to their
respective experiences. Mary remarked that "They were succinct and got their
information out and then were very open to questions" (MSM233-5). According to
Sandy, the benefits of question and answer discussion were that "Out of a general speech
it brought reality to it . . . because then you could sort of ask questions and follow up on
exactly what they were doing" (SL1 8 1 -2).
Type II teaching and learning, however, is more than directing questions solely
towards the speaker. Instead of learning by reception as in Type I, learning in Type II is
accomplished by sharing of information between the participants (Peters and Armstrong,

100
1998). In the meetings, this sharing was stimulated by the speakers' openness to
questions. As more and more participants began directing their questions towards the
speakers, inevitably participants would begin to engage each other by asking questions or
building upon previous comments.
It appears that the most important Type II role of speakers was to foster
participation among group members. Indeed, the notion that teachers should encourage
adult learners to participate in the learning process is one of the most affirmed tenets of
adult education (Dewey, 1938; Kidd, 1959; Knowles, 1980; Merriam and Cafarella,
1999). Correspondingly, in Type II teaching and learning the speaker remains the
primary source of information, but encourages sharing of information among the group
members (Peters and Armstrong, 1998).
Effects of the speakers on Type Ill teaching and learning

My reflections regarding the speakers concurred with those of the participants, in
that I appreciated the quality and credibility of the speakers as well as their ability to
encourage participation. In addition, I personally learned a great deal about alternative
agriculture from them. As a facilitator and researcher, however, what was much more
striking to me was the effect of the speakers on our ability to move through the three
Types of teaching and learning.
I selected speakers based upon both the merits of their alternative agriculture
operation and recommendations from others who knew them. Prior to each meeting, I
spent at least thirty minutes with each speaker, both on the telephone and in person,
explaining the design and purpose of our meetings. I emphasized that the purpose of our
meetings was to engage in collaborative learning, and I explained that as speakers they
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would, along with my facilitative efforts, assist our group in transitioning through all
three types of teaching and learning. In practice, some speakers attended to this task; for
others, my explanations seemed to have no effect.
By design, meetings always began with a speaker's Type I presentation. How
long we remained in a Type I mode, however, depended primarily upon the speakers
themselves. This was particularly apparent in my reflection after the eighth meeting, as I
recalled my disappointment and anger at the speaker for not allowing other group
members to contribute: "What was the most frustrating was we would start to go off on a
good topic and begin dialogue around it, then [the speaker] would either ruin it by
domination [of the discussion] or change the topic back to his farm or his views. I think
it really had the potential for a good meeting, but he ruined it from a collaborative
learning point of view" (Refl 2/1 8). In this meeting, the group remained in a Type I
mode for nearly the entire session, having to compete with the speaker for a few minutes
of question and answer. This also had occurred during the fourth meeting, during which
the speaker spent a very time describing his operation. When it came time to shift into
Type II, he was reluctant to allow others to contribute their experiences, feeling as ifhe
had to answer all of the questions himself. Fortunately, this particular topic (agricultural
cooperatives) proved to be one of the most interesting to the group members. When I
asked everyone to comment upon the presentation in an attempt to engage in Type ill, the
experiences shared by the group members sparked some of the most productive dialogue
of the entire study. In this case, simply taking the focus away from the speaker and
allowing group members to participate was enough to bring about a transition to
collaborative learning.
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In other meetings, the speakers' behavior encouraged collaborative action. In the
second, third, and sixth meetings, speakers were particularly interested in listening to the
agricultural experiences of group members. These speakers tended to spend much less
time talking about their respective fanning operations, preferring instead for group
members' questions to lead the direction of the conversation. After the second meeting, I
reflected that: "[The speaker] was an excellent facilitator and presenter, very comfortable
in a group and willing to listen to others" (Refl. 5/28). A similar experience occurred in
the third meeting: "The [speakers] were again excellent facilitators and presenters, very
comfortable in the group and willing to let others participate freely. They even asked
questions back to the group members. Group members seem to interact with each other
more when the speaker is more 'collaborative "' (Refl. 7/20). I reflected similarly about
the sixth meeting. Group members seemed to recognize the facilitative efforts of these
speakers as well, since speakers mentioned most often in interviews were the speakers
from these three meetings.
Early in the study, I believed that preparing the speakers prior to the meetings
would facilitate the speakers' willingness to engage in all three Types of teaching and
learning: "I think now that I will have to prep presenters more, so that they can relate to
the group as [this speaker] did" (Refl. 5/28). However, my confidence in this technique
began to erode over time. After the third meeting, I remarked that the speakers "were
great! Didn't even have to prep them (actually prepped even less than [speaker from
meeting 2])" (Refl. 7/20). Additionally, I noticed that I spent an equal amount of time
preparing the speakers who allowed participation from the group as those who spent the
majority of the meeting "lecturing". After the sixth meeting, which I felt was one of the
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most successful in regards to integrating the three types of teaching and learning, I
remarked: "I tried to spend some more time preparing the [speakers] for the meeting. I'm
not sure if it helped, but they were more relaxed and relational [than the meeting 4 and 5
speakers]. After experiencing the differences among five speakers, I still think that
preparation time is necessary, but don't think you can prepare a presenter to be 'good at'
collaborative learning in a short time period" (Refl. I 0/29). While these observations do
not provide enough evidence to reach a definitive conclusion, the actions of the various
speakers seem to suggest that some individuals are more inclined towards collaborative
learning than others.
Other researchers in agricultural education have reached similar conclusions. In a
study comparing the characteristics of conventional farmers to those of farmers practicing
sustainable agriculture (a type of alternative agriculture), Peter et al. (2000) reported that
the conventional farmers exhibited more monologic behavior, and their actions and words
did not acknowledge others or other perspectives. On the other hand, farmers practicing
sustainable agriculture were more dialogic - they took others into account when framing
their actions and speech. Duram (1997) described similar results in a comparison
between conventional and alternative farmers' attitudes towards farm and resource
management. While these studies suggest differences between conventional and
alternative farmers regarding collaborative behavior and action, it should be noted that all
of the speakers in our meetings were alternative agriculture practitioners. Despite this,
different speakers displayed different levels of collaborative behavior that affected our
meetings in both a positive and a negative manner.

1 04
Purpose of the meetings - Specific information or generation of ideas?
Another aspect of the meetings worthy of mention is how participating farmers
perceived the purpose of the meetings. This perception was reflected in comments
comparing past educational experiences in agriculture (the vast majority of which were
lecture-type field days or seminars) with their experience of our meetings. Overall,
participants agreed that our meetings provided general concepts and ideas, whereas the
more traditional educational events provided very specific information.
James recalled that he particularly enjoyed field days, because "[Field days] are
always very interesting to me where they have various speakers on various subjects about
cattle and cattle is one of our main interests" (JK1 83-4). James indicated here and
elsewhere throughout the interview that an educational experience is worthwhile for him
if he is able to gain useful and specific information. In comparing his previous
educational experiences to our meetings, he noticed that "our meetings haven't been as
structured as the . . . the field days. In the field days you have a certain objective . . .I think
there's more freedom in this type of thing [our meetings] and . . .it can talce a lot of
different directions" (JK.223-9). Mike, having also attended agricultural seminars and
field days, remarked that "our meetings were in a totally different category. It's the
overall and the concept versus the particular. In our meetings it was not the specific as
much as it was the general that I was looking at" (MM1 84-93). Rebecca remarked that
the highly structured nature of her previous educational experiences had contributed
positively to her learning but added that "[Our meetings] were very different. I just found
it very exciting because there was perhaps more variety and . . . there was a lot of other
possibilities" (RG 176-83). Stan felt that our meetings were not intended to provide
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specific information but rather to stimulate ideas about alternative agriculture that
farmers might pursue in order to remain in agriculture. He remarked that "The purpose
of your meeting in my mind was to show me hey here's somebody that did it and here's
the problems it had and here's the successes it had and here,s why they loved what they
did. Your program gave me some top level stimulus" (SW452-78). Roger's perspective
on the purpose of our meetings was similar to Stan's: "I took it the general idea of the
meeting was to give you the ideas and see if that's something that you wanted to do or
needed to do or could do and I don't think in the meetings they [speakers] told all the
details and usually at a field day they'll tell a lot of the details" (RN286-94).
What is important to note in these statements is the lack of value judgments in
comparing the two styles of educational approaches. Granted, in many sections of this
analysis participants described why they thought either field days or our meetings were
better, but in regards to the purpose of our meetings, a judgment of value was absent.
Instead, they remarked that both strategies were good, depending upon their particular
educational needs at the time. James, for example, was more interested in specific
information about raising beef cattle, thus our meetings did not appeal to him as much as
they did for someone like Stan, who was looking for alternative agricultural strategies to
remain on the farm.
Other remarks from the participating farmers seem to lend support to this
observation. Roger commented that "It's kind of hard to follow every word of a . . . lecture
unless you're there for some particular point or problem" (RE264-S), indicating that a
Type I experience is potentially unproductive unless specific information is desired.
Mike, in comparing our meetings to Type I seminars, offered the following analogy:
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"Sort of the difference between deciding whether or not . . . you want a car or a truck or a
van - that was .. . the level of our meetings; whereas these others [Type I seminars] were
more like on how to change a tire. I think you have to have them both, otherwise you get
caught up in the tire changing and never get to drive" (MM 184-93). Mike's analogy
refers to a balance that he views as important in agricultural education - the balance
between the general and the specific. Mike felt that our meetings gave him new overall
concepts and ideas upon which he could build knowledge, but he also stressed the
importance of specific, how-to information. Stan's perception of our meetings was
similar, remarking that "The depth of knowledge that I got from this excited my curiosity
about some things. Did you educate me on growing goats? No. Growing daylilies? No.
To go down to the nth degree of detail in that you have to do something like I did for
twenty something years in beekeeping. And that's comparing Mack trucks and little
model hobby cars" (SW468-78). Stan, like Mike, emphasized the importance of a
balance of both detail and general concepts in agricultural education, but at the same time
suggested that these are two distinct styles of education, and found it impossible to say
which is better.
The combination of Types I, II, and III

My practical theory to approaching alternative agricultural education involved a
mix of Types I, II, and III teaching and learning. In practice, my theory was dependent
upon this highly structured arrangement. Thus, an analysis of our meetings would be
incomplete without investigating how participants perceived this overall structure.
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Importance ofstructure
The overall structure of our meetings was significant to David, who mentioned it
several times throughout the course of his interview. According to David, "We've
followed a structure instead of just a hit or miss thing. The classes have been very well
structured" (DS85-6). James also found the structure of our meetings to be notable,
although in a different context. Throughout his interview, James commented several
times that the meetings were not personally helpful to him. When I asked him how he
thought we could improve the meetings, he remarked "You've got a pretty good format
where you have a speaker and then you have some discussion. . . [but] I don't feel that
there's enough in-depth interest on the part of the people who are there" (JK364-7).
James, despite his being disappointed at what he gained from the meetings, still believed
that the structure of our meetings was effective.
In comparing our meetings to previous experiences with other agricultural
education events, Stan remarked that "My other experiences in alternative agricultural
events or meetings or functions was, they weren't very well structured" (SW382-4).
David seemed to agree, stating that HThere was a pattern that followed all the time. I
knew from the very beginning what was gonna happen and therefore it was a little better"
(DS237-54). From their comments, it appears that David and Stan both valued structure
in our meetings, and that structure had been absent in some of their past learning
agricultural education experiences.
Participation as a result of structure
David and Mary remarked that an important facet of blending the three Types of
teaching and learning together is that it provided a framework for the meetings, so that
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participants knew what to expect prior to each meeting. Mary stated that "In structuring
you do have a rhythm and flow and so you know what to expect" (MSM 146). These
remarks were surprising to me, as I would not have thought that knowing what to expect
in our meetings would have been important to participants. This may have been
significant, however, because it gave them a feeling of preparedness and security. As
discussed in Chapter Four, security is an important consideration in the establishment of a
collaborative learning environment. Additionally, when I asked David to describe the
structure of our meetings, he commented that he valued "the inclusiveness of it and not
alienating anyone even when they [participants] have come in and they themselves
weren't quite sure what to expect, a clear explanation of what was expected" (DS88-9).
It seems to David that the structure of our meetings was closely related to making
participants feel welcomed and included, an important aspect of any group educational
activity with adults (Knowles, 1980; Imel, 1 995). Without asking David to explain his
statement further, I cannot be sure if my assumption is correct; however, it does seem to
indicate that structure is important in bringing the group together, because it is something
the group engages in together.
The following remark by Stan supports this idea. Stan perceived the overall
combination of Types I, II, and III as an integral part of our meetings, stating that it
"br[ought] people together in a highly structured way but sufficiently informal til not any
person in the group 'recognized the structure'. You didn't feel that you were, had an
hourglass over here and when this much sand ran through you had to change horses and
tum it over. It happened that way but you didn't make it seem that way. So . . . wherever
you got this model from I have to applaud it" (SW 406-4 1 2). "This moder' refers to the
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combination of typologies in our meetings, a combination which was highly structured,
but comfortable enough that participants did not feel constrained. For Stan, by adding the
three Types of teaching and learning together, the group was able to attain a comfortable
environment while maintaining structure. David also supported this theme by remarking
that "The class was structured but not so tight that it couldn't be flexible. It was flexible
enough for folks to come and express themselves" (DS 110- 1).
As David and Stan point out, another benefit to a combination structure was that it
allowed participants to contribute to the learning process, a critical component of
collaborative learning. Sandy provided support for this observation by stating: "In a
lecture type meeting you sit and you take notes and you go home . . . but at these meetings
it's not this way at all because you become part of the meeting and I think that's a better
way as far as education is concerned" (SL2 l 7-22 l ).
Specific comments pointing to the teaching and learning typology strengthened
support for combining all three types in our meetings. According to David our meetings
included, "The lecture or the presentation of the subject and then discussion and feedback
and I thought that was very well done. Excellent" (DS 23 1-7). Two Types of teaching
and learning are clearly represented in David's statement: ''presentation of the subject"
(Type

n and "discussion" (Type II). It is unclear whether "feedback" refers to Type II or

to David's perception of the process of knowledge construction afforded by Type ill.
When I asked Mary what was significant to her about our meetings, she remarked
that "It was the structure. I've been a part of some focus groups . . . and this really was
very different from that because it wasn't all lecture . . .I think if you removed any part of
what you did you would have significantly decreased the value of the program because
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you had a bit of a lecture, you had a bit of questions and answers. The focus
groups . . . there's no comparison. . . . what you didn't have [in the focus groups] that you
had with this was the social aspect" (SB306-26). In Mary's comments, evidence of all
three Types of teaching and learning was presented. She noticed Type I as lecture and
Type II as question and answer, which might be expected since lecture and question
answer discussion are both commonly used practices in adult education (Merriam and
Cafarella, 1 999). Importantly, Mary noticed Type Ill, collaborative learning, as the
social aspect of the meetings, when she suggested that our use of Type ill distinguished
our group 's meetings from other group learning activities. This observation is significant
since Mary characterized collaborative learning as a separate structural entity in the
meetings. Additionally, collaborative learning was interpreted as the "social aspect".
She commented a number of times that our use of Type III was a valuable part of the
structure of our meetings: "You had your social time and ate . . . there was a chance for
questions and answers and . . . there was a time for the social afterward for . . . people to sit
and say gee I really like your ideas . . . That's what I meant by liking the structure"
(SB 1 42-5).
Chapter reflection - Structure and the combined typology

Several observations stood out to me about the relevance of the combined
typological structure of our meetings. In regards to the role of the speakers, I found it
noteworthy that participants' comments directly attributed to the speakers were not easily
traceable to Type III teaching and learning. Perhaps this is due to the blurring of roles
among speaker and other group members that occurs in Type III (Armstrong, 1 999). In
collaborative learning, the role of the group is emphasized more than that of the

111
individual speaker, thus limiting the speaker's influence as the sole source of knowledge
(Imel, 1997; Peters and Armstrong, 1998).
From my point of view, as a researcher and facilitator, more important was the
observation that speakers seemed to significantly influence the group's ability to engage
in collaborative learning, depending upon their willingness to allow the group to
participate. However, I wish to stress that this observation was not limited solely to the
speakers. For example, in their first couple of meetings, both Roger and Stan dominated
much of the conversation with their personal stories and experiences: "A dominating
presenter, as evidenced by dominating members of the group (Roger, Stan), could turn a
meeting into an entirely Type I situation" (Refl. 5/28 ).
I also find it significant that participants perceived the purpose of our meetings as
a forum to provide ideas, but not specific information. Prior to this point, I had never
perceived collaborative learning in this manner. Results from other researchers in the
field of collaborative learning do seem to support these observations.

In a study applying

collaborative learning in a college computer course, Merrill (2003) reported that although
collaborative learning was an effective means of learning how to learn software skills,
students occasionally noted that they needed her to present specific information about
computer concepts. Cotter (2001), in applying collaborative learning principles to a
university counseling practice, found that at times his students needed him to engage in
the Type I role of providing advice and information. Additionally, in their definition of
the teaching and learning typologies, Peters and Armstrong ( 1998) claim that situational
realities and needs of learners often dictate when and where various types of teaching and
learning may be applied.
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The parallel between collaborative learning as the social aspect of our meetings
was equally striking. Returning to published definitions of collaborative learning, we can
see that collaborative learning is purely a social process, made up of relationships,
dialogue, and the joint construction of group members (Bruffee, 1993; Geltner, 1994;
Peters and Armstrong, 1998; Armstrong, 1999; Merrill, 2003). Although I have learned
much through reading these theories, a description of collaborative learning as the "social
aspect" seemed to provide me with a clearer description of what collaborative learning
"looked like" in our meetings. As Wittgenstein (1980) remarks, "How hard I find it to
see what is right in front ofmy eyes r' (p.39).
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CHAPTER EIGHT
FACILITATION
Although I have cited instances of my experiences as facilitator in each chapter, I
have chosen to place the bulk of these experiences into this one chapter. My rationale for
presenting the data in this way is twofold: First, the research question - how I experienced
the role of facilitator and participant, and how my actions were perceived by participating
farmers - is more clearly answered in a single chapter rather than spread throughout the
entirety of this document. Second, the volume of comments made by participants as well
as the number of my own personal reflections requires that this information be placed in a
chapter of its own.
My role in facilitating this collaborative learning exercise was one of both
facilitator and member of the group (Armstrong, 1 999). This is a markedly different
approach from most other learning events, where the leader of an educational group of
adult learners is referred to as teacher or instructor (Merriam and Cafarella, 1 999). Even
when he or she is referred to as facilitator, it is inferred that this individual possesses
knowledge that the rest of the learners do not have (Peters and Armstrong, 1 998). While
this may also be true in collaborative learning, it is the attitude and approach of the
facilitator that sets it apart. In most educational events, the teacher/facilitator's role is to
pass on the knowledge he or she possesses to the learners, regardless of teaching method
used. In collaborative learning the facilitator becomes a member of the group,
contributing to the group's learning by sharing his or her own experiences. He or she
recognizes that each group member brings knowledge to the learning experience, and that
the facilitator's knowledge is not privileged over the knowledge of other group members.
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The facilitator's goal is not to "pass on" what he knows, but rather to utilize facilitative
techniques in order to help the group build knowledge together (Brickey, 200 1 ).
This role should be distinguished from the facilitator of a focus group, who
otherwise shares some of the same characteristics. Like the facilitator of collaborative
learning, the facilitator's role in a focus group is not to be the transmitter of information,
but rather to work to keep the dialogue going among learners and to help them elicit
information through specific facilitation techniques. The facilitator of a focus group,
however, distances himself or herself from the group, in that he or she does not
participate as a member, but rather serves as a moderator (Murray and Butler, 1 994). In
contrast, the facilitator of collaborative learning strives at every opportunity to join and
participate in the group as a group member and co-constructor of new knowledge.
I approached the role of facilitator with some trepidation. I struggled with my
role as facilitator, feeling it would be up to me to transition the group through the three
types of teaching and learning. At the same time, I was excited about facilitation, since it
would be my first experience of facilitating a group of people unfamiliar with
collaborative learning. I also was motivated to engage as a member of the group, as I
have a great personal and professional interest in alternative agriculture. In regards to the
knowledge which I brought to the meetings, I felt that I did know more about
collaborative learning than the participating farmers, although from a practitioner
standpoint I usually knew less about alternative agriculture. I wondered how the group
would view my actions as I tried to position myself as both a facilitator and a member of
the group. After analyzing the interviews, I discovered that participants perceived my
actions as a facilitator in several different ways, some more traditionally educational,
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such as an organizer and moderator, and others more closely related to collaborative
learning, such as instigator of dialogue and member of the group.
Facilitator as organizer

Several participants commented specifically upon my organizational role in the
meetings. Sandy commented that "I think you're a very good organizer" (SL322), while
Mike thanked me "for conducting this thing" (MM263). Mike added that "You did a
good job of selecting . . . people" (MM74), referring to the speakers that I invited to the
meetings. David also commented on my organizational role in the meetings, remarking
that "The organization that I think you've done is to be commended" (OS 156).
Organization in the meetings was important for David, who repeated several times that he
appreciated my actions "keeping us on task although the subjects varied . . . and well
informed ahead of time. I liked that" (DS95-6). For Roger, having an organizer is
important to the success of any meeting: "You've always gotta have some person who
will continue to push whatever you're doing" (RN340- l). In all of these comments, it is
clear that a part of their perception of me was as the organizer and conductor of the
meetings. As noted in Chapter Two, I did spend quite a bit of time organizing the
meetings. I arranged for the meeting space, drafted announcements, brought the food,
and invited speakers. In a collaborative learning sense, these actions differentiated me
from the rest of the members. In my attempts to be a member of the group, my
organizational actions positioned me (Davies and Harre, 2001) more like a traditional
teacher than a group member, since I had more control over the meetings than any other
participant.

116
Facilitator as moderator

Participants also perceived me as our group's moderator, who, like the facilitator
of a focus group, controls the flow of the meeting while remaining somewhat distanced
from the other group members. According to participants, my facilitator role most often
involved keeping our discussions from straying too far off subject. Mary remarked that I
was able to "pull things in and keep the group focused ... the only positive ones [group
meetings] I've been in have had good facilitators that didn't allow it go just, spread''
(MSM362-3). Sandy also commented upon the importance of a moderator in meetings
such as ours, remarking that "You have to act as an intermediator between two
bodies . . . you have the capabilities to bring it back together" (SL324-7). Expanding on
her earlier statement, Mary remarked that "You 're a very good facilitator because you
didn't allow to get too far off course . . . there was a chance for questions and answers and
there was the time afterwards you didn't rush us to leave the building" (MSM1 42-6).
David agreed, stating that "You knew when it was time for closure without rushing
anybody or without anybody feeling like well I've still got a question to ask" (MSM20 12). To David, Mary, and Sandy, my role as moderator included knowledge of when and
how to direct the meeting since I knew when to close the meetings and when to steer the
participants back towards productive discussion.
Many times during our meetings, I did feel as if I was performing the role of
moderator, thus I was not surprised at the remarks presented above. It was striking to me,
however, that participants expressed gratitude at not feeling rushed near the end of the
meetings. My perception of the end of the meetings was somewhat different, in that I
found time management to be a difficult issue for me. As facilitator I tried my best to be
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sensitive to the time obligations of the speakers and group members. My efforts were
noticed by both David and Mary, who remarked favorably on my use of time. Early in
her interview, Mary commented that "The meetings were on time and I liked that"
(MSM9). David appreciated "the recognition that there is a time limit" (DS90) on how

long participants could devote to the each meeting.
In contrast to these comments, I felt that it was difficult to close each meeting,
and sometimes felt as if our meetings lasted too long, since in over half of the meetings, a
group member had to leave before we finished. Perhaps my struggle with this was in part
due to my experience as a collaborative learning student. The majority of collaborative
learning courses I attended had a tendency to run far beyond the scheduled conclusion
time. During the course of our meetings, I began to sympathize with the facilitators of
these courses: "I found it difficult to close the meeting - when someone was talking, I
hated to interrupt, even if it was one person dominating the conversation" (Refl 4/30). "I
didn't want to interrupt anyone, and everyone was very engaged. In fact, we stayed until
8:45 - 30 minutes after I had mentioned we needed to start wrapping it up" (Refl. 5/28).
The possibility exists that I interpreted time management differently from the
participants. Perhaps closing the meetings in a timely fashion was not as important as
"not feeling rushed" since participants appreciated the freedom to leave when they
needed to as well as the freedom to remain as long as they wished.
Moderator or facilitator?
Despite the positive nature of these comments, they still do not fit the
characteristics of a collaborative learning facilitator. A good focus group leader can
maintain discussion and manage time well (Murray and Butler, 1 994 ); however, some
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participants alluded to my role as facilitator that seemed to be more than simply one of
moderation.
Managing discussion was a significant duty in my role as moderator, although the
manner in which I accomplished this seemed to be a mixture of moderation and
facilitation. Supporting this assertion, Greg remarked that, "You weren't an overbearing
moderator. You didn't take control of the group but you were just there to facilitate the
group. For the most part . . . you let it run smoothly'' (GW44 1 -3, 5 1 ). For Greg, there is a
difference between control and facilitation. In a study of facilitation of collaborative
learning, Brickey (200 1) reported that the collaborative learning facilitator does not
control the group but rather maintains discussion. Keeping the meetings moving
smoothly also stood out to Mike: "The meetings moved along . . . you kept it going without
squelching anything. That's a fine line that you walk . . . to keep the participants going
without squelching any of the participants" (MM242-6). "Squelching" seems to fit the
description of someone who controls the participants by keeping them silent.
Additionally, Mike's use of the word "enabler" seems to indicate that to him, I did not fit
the role of traditional moderator. According to Greg and Mike, my actions seemed to fit
Brickey' s (200 1 ) description of collaborative learning facilitator as least as much as they
fit the role of moderator.
The moderator of a discussion is not the same as the facilitator of a collaborative
learning experience. According to the participants my role seemed to be a mixture of the
two. While the previous two sections have discussed my role as moderator and
organizer, the following two sections highlight my attempt to facilitate our group in a
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collaborative learning manner. Two aspects of my collaborative facilitation skills noticed
by the participants were my role in facilitating dialogue and developing relationships.
Facilitator as developer of relationships and dialogue

Although it was something I had not consciously planned to do as facilitator, the
building of relationships among group members was an important aspect of my
facilitation of the meetings. Mary noticed that "When we got there you were always
there.. .you were very good at introducing people...and people would have a few minutes
to sit and chat" (MSMI36-40). In every meeting, I tried to make everyone in attendance
feel as welcome as possible by greeting them at the door and introducing them to others
present in the room. Often, people with similar interests would then visit with one
another during the meal, which occurred during the first part of the meetings. Mary
referred to this in the following comment: "You also helped it because you knew enough
about everyone . ..so you would find commonalities [among] the individuals so that they
would have something to talk about during it [meal] so it became part of the social"
(MSM1 60-3).
Establishing relationships among group members and between group members
and the facilitator is important in any teaching and learning situation (Palmer, 1 993).
Relationships are also one of the key components in collaborative learning (Peters and
Armstrong, 1 998). Both Brickey (2001) and Merrill (2003) have reported that taking
time for the group members to get to know one another is important in building
relationships within a collaborative learning experience. By giving participants a chance
to socialize with each other at the beginning of each meeting, group members were able
to establish informal relationships prior to engaging in the meeting's content.
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While I was aware of assisting in the formation of relationships, I also found
myself concentrating the majority of my efforts upon stimulating dialogue and focusing
upon the construction of new knowledge. I used a variety of facilitation techniques in my
attempt to foster these aspects of collaborative learning, several of which were mentioned
specifically by participants.
For example, one of the techniques I used near the end of each meeting was
debriefing, or asking group members to share what was significant to them about that
particular meeting. Noticing that dialogue most often occurred near the end of the
meetings after I had asked the group members to debrief, I began using it earlier and
earlier in the meetings as the study progressed, eventually using it whenever it was
difficult for us to engage in dialogue. This phenomenon was mentioned during the fifth
meeting, when it was noted that "People have been given license to talk by Robin. Is that
necessary to get all group members engaged? Do they have a sense that they are here to
solely listen to the presenter and not to help it make sense for themselves? The only
connect[ion]s being made are towards the end when Robin asks them to share what
stands out" (FN 10/1 ). This observation agrees with the findings of Armstrong ( 1999),
who also discovered that presenting members of a collaborative learning course with the
opportunity to debrief stimulated dialogue. David's comments also seem to lend some
support to this perception: "I thought you did a marvelous job in closure, in wrap up, in
summarization, in getting folks to express themselves about that particular meeting"
(D8294-7). According to David, debriefing seemed to encourage others to contribute and
share their own perspectives.
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The collaborative learning environment is a key component of a collaborative
learning experience. Correspondingly, in my attempt to facilitate a collaborative learning
experience in the meetings, many of the techniques I used were directly related to
creating a collaborative environment. A comfortable dialogical space was noticed by
Roger, who remarked that although there were "A lot of different people there; you were
able to let each one of them talk and those of us who were listening were able to listen
and not be offended or and that's good if you can make people at ease enough that they
will tell what's happening" (RN328-35). Giving each member the space to contribute to
dialogue created a comfortable atmosphere, which encouraged the sharing of experiences.
Rebecca also recalled that my facilitative actions created a comfortable ambiance among
the group members: "You asked good questions. You made everybody feel at ease and
you tried to draw out from us what would help us all . . . what would be of benefit to the
group. You made us feel at ease and we did not have to be anxious about expressing or
asking questions" (RG267-70). Rebecca's remarks not only echo Roger's appreciation
for room to contribute discursively, but they allude to a focus on construction of
knowledge. The phrase "draw out what would help us all" refers to a facilitation
technique termed attending to moments (Peters, 2002b), which I used quite often to call
attention to significant topics, statements, or experiences that we could build upon. Katz
and Shotter ( 1 999) refer to these as "arresting moments . . . moments which make a
difference to and in our lives; they 'move' us; we are 'struck' by them; they 'call out'
new responses from us" (p.3). In dialogical interaction, within these moments joint
meaning is created among dialogical partners (Shotter, 2002). Calling attention to these
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moments in collaborative learning provides an opportunity for the group to build new
knowledge.
Another important facet in my facilitation of collaborative learning was my
valuation and affirmation of the contributions of participants. Mary remarked that feeling
valued and affirmed was an important part of the learning experience for her: "No one
was ever made to feel that that was a stupid question . . .I have been in group dynamics
where the facilitator has a way ofjust looking or body language that would go 'oh lord is
that a stupid question' and then you'd go 'oh well I'm not going to ask anymore
questions' and I never felt like that" (MSM l 72-6). Affirmation is an important step
towards dialogue (Gergen, 1 999); for Mary, this feeling was directly related to my
actions as facilitator, an action which led her to ask questions freely. Similarly, Greg
remarked that "You sort of let things run themselves as long as they would as compared
to you know dominating the discussion . . . cutting people off or you know if you thought it
was a stupid question" (GW444-9). Like Mary, Greg felt that it was significant that I
provided that group with the freedom to ask questions without the fear of criticism.
Additionally, Greg noticed that by intervening as little as possible, I allowed group
members to take the dialogue in the direction of their experiences.
This was important to Stan as well, who stated that "You draw people into the
discussion. You get people to talk. You don't talk. You did a great job of getting people
to open up and you know they were expressing their inner feelings. That's very
important and often missing in what I call a meeting of discussion - people don't open up.
You stimulated participation" (SW l 96-204). Stan points out that an important aspect of
facilitating collaborative learning is the ability of the facilitator to stimulate dialogue by

123
allowing others space to contribute (Armstrong, 1999). I came to this realization after the
sixth meeting, when I remarked: "I just realized after the meeting that I am
uncomfortable if l can't 'get in' to the conversation to facilitate. Maybe it's OK if the
group takes it over. I think I am coming to realize that it may even be good ifl don't do
much" (Refl. 10/29). This is not to say that the facilitator of collaborative learning does
not intervene; on the contrary, intervention is important in facilitation, especially if the
facilitator is to participate in the group as a co-learner. However, there is a difference in
intervention and domination. For David, the timing of my interventions was important in
maintaining our dialogue: "You knew when the discussion was going well, [ and] you
knew when you needed to step in and spark the conversation or maybe redirect it"
(DS292-4). Stan added, "You were able to draw people into the discussions. When I'm
in a meeting it takes a lot of effort on my part not to 'conduct' the meeting" (SWS I I -2).
The distinction between intervention and domination, according to David, Greg, and
Stan, is that facilitative intervention should not control the meeting, but should rather
stimulate further participation. By "not talking", as Stan describes, I performed an
important collaborative learning facilitative role by listening and encouraging discursive
interaction (Brickey, 2001).
Facilitator as member of the group

According to Bruffee (1 993), the social construction of knowledge that occurs in
collaborative learning is in part due to their functioning as peers. The peer relationship
between group members and facilitator is important in breaking down stereotypical
barriers between teacher and learners and in establishing all members as co-learners
(Geitner, 1994). Thus, the facilitator of collaborative learning performs a dual role,
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assisting the group in entering into collaborative learning while maintaining the status of
member of the group.
James alluded to my dual role in the meetings, stating that "You do a real good
job as being part of the group and a facilitator" (JK306). For Greg, my role as a member
of the group was a matter of my behaving like the other group members: "You
participated . . .if you had a question you'd talk like the rest of us" (GW440). Greg's
phrase "like the rest of us" signifies what I believe to be important about the facilitator's
role as member of the group. To be effective in facilitating collaborative learning, the
facilitator must be seen as a peer instead of as an instructor. In an instructor-led group,
the instructor is often looked toward to provide knowledge (Horton and Freire, 1990),
leading to an imbalance of power between facilitator and group members. In effect, the
group members may not view their knowledge as equal in importance to the instructor's,
and may be less likely to share their knowledge (Peters and Armstrong, 1998). Mary
agreed with this, stating that "A good facilitator has to be a participant otherwise they're
j ust like [ a] line j udge. But a facilitator has to be part of the group. Otherwise it doesn't
work" (MSM4 1 9-2 1 ). As stated by Mary, the facilitator as moderator or instructor has
control over the meeting. If the facilitator is seen as a peer, however, the balance of
power is more equally distributed. Even if the facilitator does possess more knowledge
than other members of the group, the attitude that the facilitator assumes within the group
- becoming '1 ust like the rest of us" - enables members to contribute more freely by
affirming that their contributions are equally valuable as those of the facilitator. As
Geitner (1994) articulates, a community of collaborative learners "provides a model of
human interaction that looks more like a circle of equality than a pyramid of rank" (p.6).

1 25
In many respects, I did feel like a group member, since I was attending and asking
questions from my own personal interests as a farmer, and not simply participating to
facilitate the collaborative learning process. This was noticed by David, who remarked
that "You haven't treated it as just a job but something that you've also enjoyed and that
comes through. It does come through to the class in a very positive way" (DS 1 57-8).
Another aspect of our meetings that contributed to my status as group member was
inviting a guest farmer to speak at every meeting. This enabled the center of attention to
be focused away from me as facilitator and towards the speaker.
Overall my status as member of the group was mentioned less frequently than my
efforts to facilitate the group. Stan agreed that I was a member of the group, but his
comments seem to indicate that to him, I was the facilitator first. He mentioned that he
perceived my actions "As an excellent facilitator who participated in some of the
discussions" (SWS 1 0). Throughout the study, I also felt that I was more of a facilitator
that a member. After our sixth meeting I remarked: "I still don't think I've gotten to the
point at which I am truly a 'co-learner'. Although certainly I am a peer and a member of
the group instead of separate, I still am facilitating the process" (Refl. 1 0/29). I
constantly struggled with my desire to be a group member and with my responsibilities as
facilitator, which was best expressed in my reflection after the eighth meeting: "I think at
this meeting more than any so far I wanted to be a true participant - perhaps this is the
line between facilitator and participant. I disagreed and wanted to challenge many of the
speaker's comments and farming practices, but I felt held back by my role as facilitator. I
mean I couldn't really challenge him because I invited him. Additionally, my role is not
to speak too much - I spent most of my time trying to make room for others to speak"
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(Reil 2/1 8). Although participants' comments indicated that they viewed my actions as
positive and beneficial, evidence points to the conclusion that I did not reach the status of
co-learner and equal member of the group as described in other accounts of collaborative
learning (Armstrong, 1 999; Brickey, 2001 ; Peters, 2002b).
Chapter reflection - Perceptions of facilitation: Roles and positioning

In reflecting upon this chapter, many of the perceptions of facilitation from both
the participants and from my point of view can be related to the manner in which we
positioned ourselves as learners and facilitator. When people interact with one another,
their ways of speaking and interaction depend upon their relative position. Persons
position themselves by statements, actions, professions, body language, and other
communicative venues which in turn influence how they interact with one another. As
conversation proceeds, the persons involved can shift position depending on their
action/reaction to each other (Davies and Harre, 200 1 ).
In our meetings, by providing the food, organizing the sessions, introducing the
speaker, and closing the meetings, I positioned myself as the facilitator/organizer.
Similarly, in attending the meetings, listening, and asking questions, the participants
positioned themselves as learners. The more I acted to facilitate the meetings, the more I
positioned myself as facilitator. In a similar fashion, the more participants relied on me
to moderate our discussions, the more my position as facilitator and their positions as
learners solidified. Given this observation, it is not surprising that my role as organizer
and moderator was mentioned so frequently in the interviews.
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I attempted, however, to shift my position by inviting guest speakers and joining
the group as a member; positioning myself as a co-learner instead of strictly as a
facilitator. The position of facilitator shifted as participants turned their attention to the
guest speaker, allowing me to attempt facilitation in a collaborative learning manner as a
group member. Some participants would occasionally position themselves in a
facilitative role by asking questions of other group members, thanking the speakers on the
group's behalf, or offering to host a meeting. As the meetings progressed, the shifting of
positions between the group members and myself seemed to occur more frequently as we
became more comfortable learning with each other.
Nevertheless, as evidenced by the comments of the participants, I never seemed to
fully step out of the traditional facilitator role. Perhaps this is due to the manner in which
I positioned myself going into the meetings. As Peters (1995) notes, the way a facilitator
perceives collaborative learning will affect his or her role in facilitating a collaborative
learning experience. In formulating the practical theory that lead me to initiate this study,
I had proposed that transitioning the group into collaborative learning would be my task
alone as facilitator. Upon reflection I feel that this approach may have been detrimental
to my goal of becoming a co-learner in the group since it served both to strengthen my
position as facilitator and to affirm the participating farmers as learners. Over time, I
observed that I was able to facilitate collaborative learning best when I allowed
participants to assume some of the responsibilities of facilitation. Unfortunately, I only
began to realize this near the end of the meetings, and I wonder what might have

128
happened had I began our meetings with more awareness of the importance of
positioning.
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CHAPTER NINE
PRACTICAL THEORY REVISITED
DATA-DATA - Theorize
My practical theory involved utilizing collaborative learning as an approach for
helping farmers create new knowledge regarding alternative agricultural issues. To put
this theory into practice, I facilitated a series of meetings in which all three Types of
teaching and learning were integrated into one learning experience. Types I and II
teaching and learning were established by having a guest farmer present an alternative
agricultural topic, then allowing the group members to engage the speaker through
question-and-answer discussion. My goal as facilitator was to integrate collaborative
learning into the group by facilitating a shift from Type II to Type ID teaching and
learning. To study this practical theory in action, I structured research questions to reveal
the perceptions of participating farmers with respect to their experience of the process of
collaborative learning, my actions as facilitator, and the combination of the teaching and
learning typology. The findings of this study were discussed in Chapters Four through
Nine.
This step of the DATA-DATA action research model calls for me to revisit my
practical theory with insights gained from engaging in this study. The present chapter is
devoted to a discussion of my practical theory as it is reformulated in light of my
findings. It also discusses the action steps I plan to take in the future as a result of my
revised theory.
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Reflections on perceptions of the collaborative learning process
The first four categories of themes presented in the previous chapters - Multiple
Approaches, Environment, Community, and Creating Knowledge - describe what was
significant about the process of collaborative learning to participating fanners and to me
throughout the course of this study. In the application of these findings, the question
remains: How does this thematic structure affect my practical theory of collaborative
learning in alternative agriculture education? Since my definition of collaborative
learning upon engaging in these meetings was based upon Peters' (2002b) four elements
of collaborative learning, I will reflect upon each category of themes in relation to these
four elements.
Multiple approaches

Comments supporting this category of themes revealed that each participating
farmer approached the meetings in a slightly different fashion. The majority of
participants' entered the meetings with a desire to learn, which I feel allowed me the
flexibility to experiment with facilitation techniques within the meetings. I believe that
attempting to foster collaborative learning with adults less driven to learn would have
been much more difficult.
This category corresponds in some respects with the element of dialogical space.
As Peters and Armstrong (1998) note, an effective means of establishing dialogical space
among the group is through the sharing of personal stories or biographies. In our
meetings, these stories were the personal experiences in agriculture shared by both
speakers and participating farmers. The sharing of these experiences was also an
example of multiple ways of knowing, in that stories were expressions of meaning based
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upon experience - according to Heron and Reason (2001) a form of presentational
knowing. These experience-based stories involved knowing about agriculture and
knowing how to do things in agriculture. Since all of the participants were fanners, they
could relate to these ways of knowing, or "knowing that" and "knowing how",
respectively (Shotter, 1994) .
Despite the differences between conventional and alternative farmers in our
meetings, through the sharing of these stories the participants seemed to connect with one
another and to the speakers. The connections formed between fanners as a result of
sharing "real life" stories were an important factor in our attempts to engage in
collaborative learning. Others were encouraged to participate through the sharing of their
own experiences; this exchange of experiences was a means by which participating
farmers could form relationships with each other.
The importance of experience-based approaches in alternative agricultural
education is well documented (Hatfield et al., 1994; Murray and Butler, 1994; Kroma and
Flora, 2001) and was a significant factor in the formulation of my practical theory. I
attended to the participating farmers' affinity for sharing experiences by inviting speakers
who were also farmers to share stories of their respective fanning operations with the
group. The responses of participants suggest that an experience-based approach to
collaborative learning is more than simply sharing experiences - it is a means of building
connections among group members. However, while group members fostered
participation by connecting in terms of experience, as a group we failed to build upon
these connections by refusing to recognize and appreciate the different approaches to
agriculture exhibited by individual farmers.
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Going into this study, I was aware of the need to be attentive to multiple
approaches and ways of knowing, although I now realize that I did not fully recognize the
differences in approaches brought by each farmer until I engaged them in individual
interviews. Additionally, I assumed that attention to multiple approaches would be solely
my role as facilitator, whereas results of this study indicate that attention to multiple
approaches was an equally important task for the group members. In future collaborative
learning efforts, I will concentrate upon becoming more aware of the diversity of
personal experiences and approaches. More importantly, I will try to raise this level of
awareness throughout the group in hopes that members will become aware and appreciate
multiple approaches within themselves and among their fellow group members.
Environment
The collaborative learning environment consists of a dialogical space, the co
created atmosphere which enables group members to dialogue with each other - and a
collaborative place, the pattern of relationships formed with elements of the physical
environment. Dialogical space in our meetings corresponds closely to Peters' dialogical

space element. Participants cited the discursive relationships they formed with each
other, as well as on their freedom to participate. In this space, an atmosphere of trust and
affirmation developed among the group members, which enabled them to dialogue with
one another. I believe that our efforts in establishing a dialogical space were lacking
when it came to the ability to address conflicting issues, and as yet I am still unsure of
how to approach this in future efforts.
Another important aspect to the collaborative learning environment that is not
addressed in Peters' definition is collaborative place. I came to realize the importance of
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collaborative place as a direct result of participants' comments towards the physical
environment as well as by observing reactions to changes in physical surroundings. In
future efforts, I will continue to place emphasis upon aspects of the physical
environment, such as food and the circle. These objects of place were mentioned
repeatedly as significantly enhancing the informal and social atmosphere in our meetings,
thus fostering participation and the development of relationships among group members.
Additionally, although I was unable to do so in the present study, in future studies I
would like to assess the effect of shifting the physical environment (for example, when
we moved our meetings to a group member's home) upon the group's ability to engage in
collaborative learning.
For me, the category of environment was the most significant one with regard to
revising my practical theory. When I began this study, I assumed that engaging in
collaborative learning would be the result of efforts to create the four elements of
collaborative learning within the group. I quickly realized that the creation of an
environment in which collaborative learning could occur is the responsibility of all the
group members, not simply the facilitator. I now believe that the collaborative learning
environment both supports and enhances the effectiveness of the other collaborative
learning elements. Additionally, as a result of this study I now believe that a jointly
constructed environment is one basis upon which we move towards collaborative
learning. Without a space that allows for dialogue, how can we move towards an
awareness of multiple ways of knowing, or work discursively to create new knowledge?
Without the comfort and security afforded by collaborative place, how can we develop
relationships among our fellow collaborators?
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Community
The relationship between collaborative learning and community proved to be
significant in revising my practical theory, although I had not considered the importance
of this relationship. Through comments made by participants, I discovered that
collaborative learning and community are models of each other, in that they are formed
out of social relationships. I now refer to collaborative learning, as do other collaborative
learning scholars (Bruffee, 1 993; Allen et al., 2001), as a community of learners working
together.
As evidenced by the many comments relating to community, engaging in
collaborative learning creates an opportunity for participants to discuss community
issues. I found this to be particularly striking in regards to my practical theory for two
reasons: First, it illustrates the importance of community issues in alternative agriculture,
something rarely discussed in educational events pertaining to alternative agriculture.
Second, it brought to my attention an important facet of collaborative learning that I had
overlooked - membership.
Community membership was mentioned repeatedly across the interviews, both in
the context of our meetings and in the context of the wider agricultural community. In
our meetings, participating farmers represented a diverse array of perspectives and
approaches to agriculture. Acceptance of these individuals as members of the community
by the group meant that multiple approaches were affirmed and valued. However, if an
individual was denied membership, it meant refusal to consider that person's
perspectives.
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Both community and collaborative learning are jointly constructed by their
members, thus forming a functioning whole that is more than the sum of each individual
member's contributions. After engaging in this study, it seems evident to me that the
issue of membership plays a large role in the construction of a community of
collaborative learners, since it determines which collaborators' contributions make up
this community.
Creating knowledge

Peters and Armstrong ( 1998) define collaborative learning as people working
together to construct new knowledge, and a focus on construction is one of Peters'
(2002b) four elements of collaborative learning. Correspondingly, in formulating my
initial practical theory, I assumed that if a group engaged in collaborative learning,
creation of new knowledge would be the outcome. Additionally, I viewed the creation of
new knowledge as a measure of whether or not we engaged in a collaborative learning
experience. I also believed that locating evidence of constructed knowledge would
demonstrate that collaborative learning was a successful educational strategy with respect
to alternative agricultural education. While I still agree that the construction of
knowledge is an important outcome of collaborative learning, I now view this aspect of
my previous theory as overly simplistic.
Overall, analysis of the data revealed that new knowledge was created within our
meetings as a result of group members sharing their experiences and building upon the
contributions of others. Participants' comments in regards to knowledge construction
suggested that much of the new knowledge was created through cycles of action and
reflection, another of Peters' elements of collaborative learning. Participants acted by
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sharing their experiences with the group, then constructed new knowledge by reflecting
upon their own experiences in the context of contributions given by other group
members. In analyzing the data set, however, descriptions of knowledge creation seemed
to be mostly individual knowledge constructed by the participants separate from the joint
actions of the group. Instances of new knowledge created within the actions of the group,
especially examples of group knowledge, were rare.
After much reflection, I now believe that this phenomenon was partially due to
my focus upon knowledge as strictly content-based. Group knowledge related to process
is more "knowing" than "knowledge", since the term "knowing" implies action (Sfard,
1 998). Supporting this idea was the way of knowing specific to our group, which we
seemed to have created in the process ofleaming together. Following Shatter (1994),
through this way of knowing, a knowing from within our joint interactions, we created a
way of "going on" together within the context of our alternative agriculture meetings.
This is directly related to my practical theory, since I implemented my theory to find
another way of alternative agricultural education. What I now realize is that this could
not be solely my own endeavor, for in implementing my practical theory among a group
of farmers, the group created its own way of learning about alternative agriculture. Since
the purpose of the meetings (from the participating farmers' perspectives) was to
construct knowledge about alternative agriculture, this group knowing related to process
was likely an important factor in how the group constructed content-related knowledge.
What I failed to do as facilitator of this group was to recognize group knowledge within
the meetings and to call the group's attention to it.
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In future efforts I will attempt to work towards the creation of individual and
group knowledge during collaborative learning activities. I will especially focus on
group knowledge of both content and process, which I now believe is an important
feature of a collaborative learning approach. At the same time, I find it significant that
the majority of the content related knowledge created as a result of our meetings occurred
outside of the actions of the group. Since this knowledge was viewed as by the
participants as highly valuable, in utilizing collaborative learning as a strategy for
creating knowledge in alternative agriculture, the value of emphasizing new knowledge
created solely within the group is unknown.
Finally, I am now unsure if creation of new knowledge can be viewed as the only
measure of collaborative learning. As I mentioned in my reflections on the other
categories of themes, many other positive outcomes resulted from our attempt to engage
in collaborative learning. Can the construction of knowledge be viewed as any more a
measure of collaborative learning than the creation of community, the building of
relationships, or the presence of dialogue?
Reflections on meeting structure/combined teaching and learning typology

Comments by participants supported my blending of the three types of teaching
and learning. Participants indicated that the structure of our meetings provided them with
a familiar framework, so that they knew what to expect when entering the meetings. This
finding seems to reaffirm my practical theory, in which I reasoned that including all three
types of teaching and learning rather than solely Type III would prevent an uneasiness
that is often present when people experience collaborative learning for the first time. In
other words, the combined structure added familiarity to an unfamiliar way of learning.
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Importantly, participants noted that the familiarity afforded by the structure made them
feel comfortable enough to participate during the meetings, which is crucial to engaging
in collaborative learning.
I was unprepared for the dramatic effect that the guest farmers seemed to have
upon the group's ability to move through the three types of teaching and learning. In
retrospect, perhaps by positioning the guest farmers as "speakers", I placed them into a
traditional instructor role. Since none of the speakers were experienced in collaborative
learning, perhaps they filled the role of speaker based upon their experiences in
education, which were most likely Type I. This is evidenced by the lack of effect that my
"preparing" them before the meeting had in their styles of presentation. Should I decide
to utilize guest speakers in future collaborative learning activities, I will try to position
them as group members instead of instructors.
In our meetings, the application of collaborative learning to alternative
agricultural education seemed to be a function of the respective situations and needs of
participants. This was substantiated by the perceptions of group members that the
purpose of our meetings was to generate knowledge and ideas regarding alternative
agriculture, but not to provide technical information about specific practices. For this
reason, I believe that results of this study suggest that collaborative learning, combined
with Types I and II teaching and learning, is an effective approach to alternative
agricultural education when the purpose is not to provide specific information but to
stimulate ideas and affect choices regarding agricultural practices. In practical
application, this conclusion is extremely important for agricultural education, since many
educational events pertaining to alternative agriculture are geared toward providing ideas
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(for example, two recent alternative agriculture conferences I attended were titled
"Marketplace of Ideas in Agriculture" and "Alternative Agriculture: A Supermarket of
Ideas"). While these educational activities are usually conducted in a Type I format, the
findings of this study suggest that collaborative learning combined with Types I and II
teaching and learning might be more effective in sharing ideas and constructing
knowledge based upon these ideas.
Reflections on facilitation

One of the most rewarding aspects of this study was observing my skills as a
facilitator of collaborative learning grow with each meeting. Over time, I felt more and
more comfortable in the role of facilitator, which I believe was partially a function of
experience gained through practice and partially a result of forming my own style of
facilitation. Over the course of the study I began to abandon my original practical theory,
in which I proposed to use Peters' (2002b) chart of the four elements of collaborative
learning as the sole source of my facilitation techniques. As the study progressed, I grew
less dependent upon the four elements chart, and I preferred to utilize facilitation
techniques that had arisen in my interactions with the group of participating farmers.
This is not to say that I believe I have surpassed the need for these techniques; on the
contrary, I found them to be helpful and will continue to reference them for suggestions
and guidance. However, I do think that I have established my own style of facilitation,
and, as the chapters of this dissertation indicate, I have found additional aspects of
collaborative learning that are important to me as a facilitator (such as community
membership and collaborative place), that are not included in the four elements chart.
More importantly, my systematic utilization of the four elements chart early in the study
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reflected my definition of collaborative learning as a method or strategy. As a result of
this study, I now describe collaborative learning as more of an approach to learning that
is shaped by and among the actions of the group.
As an overall experience, I was pleased with my ability to facilitate the group, and
I feel that I learned tremendously through the experiences of each session. However I am
somewhat apprehensive about assuming success as a facilitator. I realize now the many
instances when I could have used other facilitation techniques that might have fostered
collaborative learning, especially in constructing new knowledge. Additionally, as I
commented in my bracketing interview, I am concerned that participants may have
withheld critical comments in their interviews for fear that they would hurt my feelings.
As David mentioned (OS 157), group members did notice how personally vested I was in
the meetings, and how much I wanted the meetings to succeed. While overall I think that
being personally connected to the meetings had many positive consequences, due to the
lack of any critical remarks I fear that it may have led to a one-sided observation of my
abilities as facilitator.
Perhaps more than any other aspect of facilitation, I learned that it is extremely
difficult for a facilitator to truly be a co-member of the group. Facilitation of
collaborative learning is a vast responsibility; indeed, many times I felt completely
responsible for the presence or absence of learning in our group. For the facilitator to
truly become a co-member, each group member must also become responsible for
facilitation of collaborative learning (Armstrong, 1999). Bohm (1 990) describes the role
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of the facilitator as someone to get the dialogue started and explain things periodically,
but who will eventually "work himself out of a job".
Findings also suggest that in future efforts I need to become aware of how I
position myself as facilitator and how others are positioning themselves. While I still feel
that the facilitator in collaborative learning must be prepared to utilize techniques to
assist the group in engaging in collaborative action, I feel that this time might be better
spent modeling collaborative action. By doing so, the facilitator positions the group
members to assume facilitation responsibilities on their own. The fact that the
participants perceived me more as a facilitator than a co-member indicates that we had
not shared this responsibility, often leaving us short of engaging in collaborative learning.
Additional observations
During data analysis, I encountered several issues in our meetings which were not
accounted for in the previously described thematic structure. These additional
observations, while not directly related to the research questions, influenced the
development of my revised practical theory of collaborative learning in alternative
agriculture education.
Additional category of themes - Agriculture in danger

Although not technically related to the process of collaborative learning, an
additional category of themes - agriculture in danger - surfaced during data analysis.
This category was composed of participating farmers' perceptions related to the state of
decline in the current agricultural economy. What struck me as significant about these
observations was that the agricultural state of decline threatened not only the participants'
economic livelihood but also their social livelihood as well. Participants mentioned the
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loss of their way of life and of personal relationships within the local community as
negative consequences of agricultural downturn and suggested that these were important
reasons for their interest in alternative agriculture. At the same time, the "independent
nature" of farmers was mentioned as a factor contributing to the reduction in number of
small farms; it also was cited as the reason many farmers resist the changes necessary to
adopt alternative agricultural enterprises.
Initially, I was very excited that our meetings allowed group members to
articulate these socially constructed concerns. Since these concerns seemed to pertain
directly to participants' rationale for investigating alternative agriculture, I had planned to
utilize this theme as a justification for the use of collaborative learning in alternative
agricultural education. After completing the analysis procedures, however, I realized that
I could not qualify whether the ability to recognize and vocalize these concerns had
arisen as a result of our meetings, or if these perspectives were held by the participants
independent of the meetings and given as individual reactions to interview questions.

Although I found evidence that these themes did arise in our meetings, I could not link
them directly to the participants' responses.
I feel that this category of themes could have contributed significantly in
strengthening my rationale for using collaborative learning in alternative agriculture
education. Unfortunately, due to constraints in my research methodology I am limited in
utilizing them to augment my practical theory. In future research efforts, therefore, I plan
to avoid this mistake by structuring research and interview questions to better link
participants' interview data with their actions within the meetings.
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A positive experience

Another observation I believe has relevancy to the both the results and the
implications of our meetings was the overwhelmingly positive comments about our
meetings. The majority of comments relayed to me by the participants during the
interviews were of a positive nature, whereas negative comments were few and far
between.
Perhaps the most striking support for our meetings as a positive experience was
that seven out of nine participating farmers mentioned that they wanted the meetings to
continue into the future: "I think that we need to not stop these meetings" (SL33 l ); "I
hate to see them end. I wish we could do it again" (RG272); "I think we oughta just keep
meeting somewhere once in awhile just to talk about things" (SW412). The participants'
desire to continue the meetings was one of the most significant aspects of this study for
me. As I remarked in my bracketing interview, the perpetuity of the meetings was a
personal goal as well as a measure of the meetings' success: "I think maybe it'll continue
and that would be a good indication to me that it's worked . . .I've had people that, that I
didn't think would want to continue and want to come that have kept coming."
Prior to conducting this study, it was suggested by a doctoral committee member
that I hold a final meeting to summarize my findings with the participants. Due to the
multiple expressions of enjoyment and the desire to continue the meetings by the group
members, I could not bring myself to terminate our group. I reflected upon this before
conducting the interviews: "I thought about having [committee member's] suggested
final meeting summary of what we've done, but it didn 't feel right either, possibly
because I know we're not done. I feel obligated to continue - I want to continue- with
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these meetings. We have made a bond, an unspoken agreement, by having a good time
together" (Reil 12/7).
The positive manner in which participants related to the meetings reinforced my
practical theory. It reflects that the style of meeting that I designed and implemented was
well-received by participants. It also reflects a knowing from within since the feeling of
connection exhibited by the desire to continue our meetings seemed to have been
constructed in the process of working together. As Merrill (2003) reports, individual
connection to the group is a jointly constructed outcome of the collaborative learning
process. In expressing a desire to continue our meetings, both the participants and I
demonstrated that we had become a part of something good, a way of "going on" that we
had created together.
Negative aspects

Despite overwhelmingly positive responses presented throughout this report, I am
aware that assuming this experience was a total success for all involved is potentially
misleading. As both facilitator and participant, I deeply wanted the meetings to be
successful, a theme which was evident in my bracketing interview and during the
meetings. It is possible that, because of my obvious personal investment in the meetings,
participants only relayed positive experiences-the "socially correct" response--for fear
that it might hurt my feelings. Additionally, two participants, James and Greg, indicated
several times during the course of their interviews that some aspects of the meetings were
unproductive. Furthermore, interviews were limited to participants who had attended at
least half the meetings, suggesting that these were individuals who enjoyed the meetings
enough to keep coming. Over the course of the study, twelve additional farmers attended
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one or two meetings, but due to the research design they were ineligible for the interview
process, and any negative or positive experiences they may have described remain
unknown. A certain amount of negativity was also displayed in the fact that only a very
few of those farmers originally invited to participate in the study expressed interest in
participating.
Reflections on the research methods
DA TA-DA TA method

The DATA-DATA action research method (Peters, 2002a) allowed organization
of this study in a manner that was helpful to me. By working through each of the steps in
a systematic manner, I was able to focus on what aspects of my practice I wished to
investigate, how I could best investigate them, and how those findings could affect my
practice. It did take considerable time for me to grasp how to structure my practical
theory within this framework. In writing this dissertation I also found the DATA-DATA
structure to be somewhat awkward, especially in describing the expression of my
practical theory. Nevertheless, as an overall experience, I would use and recommend the
use of DATA-DATA again. As with most things, the DATA-DATA process is much
clearer to me now that I have used in it.
Analysis procedures

This was my first experience using Spradley's (1 980) domain analysis technique
as well. I had utilized both Merriam's (1988) constant comparative technique and Glesne
and Peshkin's ( 1 999) coding process in prior research endeavors, and found Spradley's
domain analysis to be a more organized and systematic, albeit time consuming, method
of extracting information from the data. Spradley's nine semantic relationships were
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especially useful in helping locate important relationships within the data set. Once I had
created the domains, however, I found Spradley's method to be insufficient in
transforming the domains into themes, thus I resorted to Glesne and Peshkin's coding
process to complete the thematic structure.
Had my interviews been strictly phenomenological questions, I would have likely
used a phenomenological analysis technique ( e.g., as described by Thomas and Pollio,
2002). Since my interviews were a mixture of both phenomenological and semi
structured questions I tried to locate a research technique adequate to analyze both types
of questions. Searching through the various analysis techniques to find a model that fit
my study was both frustrating and time consuming. For others engaging in similar
research strategies, I would recommend locating a more comprehensive analysis
technique and practicing that technique with assistance from others before attempting to
analyze data.
Research assistant
I would strongly recommend to anyone engaged in a similar study to utilize the
services of a research assistant familiar with collaborative learning. The original task
intended for the research assistant was to record field notes, which freed me from having
to record the sessions as they happened and allowed me to concentrate fully upon
facilitating the meetings. Having another person to assist with the logistics of setting up
the meeting facility was equally invaluable, since it took some of the pressure from me
and allowed me to be fully attentive to gro�p members. Additionally, she provided me
with constructive criticism both before and after each meeting, which helped me reflect
more thoroughly upon my facilitation skills.
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DATA-DATA - Act
In this final step of my action research endeavor, I must now decide, based upon
my revised practical theory, how I will proceed into the future. While this represents the
end of this study, it is actually the beginning of another cycle of action and reflection, as
my revised practical theory opens new doors as to how to continue to improve my
practice.
Implications for my practice

As a result of this study, I have revised my practical theory of alternative
agriculture education as a means of improving my practice. Major actions steps I plan to
take in future efforts are based upon observations regarding collaborative learning,
facilitation, and the combination of teaching and learning typologies.
First, I approached the meetings defining collaborative learning based upon the
Peters ' (2002b) four elements of collaborative learning. The categories of themes
highlighted by the participants - Multiple Approaches, Environment, Community, and
Creating Knowledge - while sharing many aspects of the four elements, led me to rethink
my definition of collaborative learning. In future experiences with collaborative learning,
I will concentrate upon building a community of collaborators. I will work towards
membership in this community for all collaborators, by fostering a dialogical
environment where participants can create relationships with each other built upon trust
and affirmation. I will still focus the group 's attention on creating individual and group
knowledge within the actions of the meetings, but I now believe that the manner in which
this knowledge is created is less important than calling it to attention within the meetings,
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thereby allowing participants an opportunity to jointly reflect upon it with fellow group
members.
I learned that acting alone to create a collaborative learning experience may serve
to position me in the more traditional role of moderator and leader rather than as
facilitator and group member. In future efforts, I will concentrate more upon modeling
collaborative behavior in an attempt to share facilitation responsibilities among all the
group members. At the same time, I feel that my organizational role in the meetings was
important in freeing group members to focus attention entirely upon the meetings
themselves.
With respect to the three types of teaching and learning, I found the strategy of
combining them into one learning experience was a successful means of agricultural
education, and one I will repeat in the future. If I do decide to utilize guest fanners as
speakers, I will spend more time investigating their willingness to engage in collaborative
action prior to inviting them to participate; also I will attempt to position them as co
learners rather than as speakers. Overall, the participating farmers seemed to perceive the
combined teaching and learning typology as a successful means of alternative agricultural
education given that the perceived purpose of our meetings was to generate ideas and
stimulate the creation of knowledge. I did not, however, expect farmers to mention their
need for specific information along with the construction of ideas.
Given this observation, I am now considering ways to incorporate both specific
infonnation and construction of new knowledge into my theory of alternative agricultural
education. In subsequent efforts, I plan to engage in a two step approach: First, I
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propose to host meetings similar to the ones detailed in this study in which I will combine
the three types of teaching and learning and utilize my revised practical theory of
collaborative learning and facilitation. In these meetings, farmers will be given an
opportunity to discuss aspects of the meeting on which they would like more specific
information, and follow up meetings will be scheduled that focus upon the presentation of
information related to topics of their choosing. Hopefully, this approach will allow
farmers to collaboratively investigate alternative agricultural ideas, and afford them an
opportunity to learn about specific information regarding the agricultural topics they are
considering implementing on their farms.
Implications for other practitioners

I feel that the results of this study suggest that collaborative learning can be used
as an additional approach to supplement current educational efforts in alternative
agriculture. For practitioners (researchers, educators and farmers) interested in pursuing
this strategy, I recommend the following suggestions based upon my findings.
First, practitioners must consider the purpose of their educational strategy - is it to
provide specific or technical information, or is it to create suggestions or ideas? The
needs of the targeted audience must be taken into account when making these
determinations, and the purpose of the educational program will determine if
collaborative strategies are applicable. Regardless of the type of teaching and learning
chosen, the results of this study strongly suggest that farmers both need and want to
participate in the learning process. Informal meetings utilizing collaborative learning
strategies are a good choice for fostering participation; however, practical circumstances
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such as size of the audience, location, and time may limit the use of a meeting-style
educational event.
Second, if collaborative strategies are deemed applicable, I would recommend a
similar combination of combined teaching and learning typologies integrated into one
learning experience. The results of this study demonstrated that the combined structure
was well received by participating farmers since it provided a blend of teaching and
learning types, yet it allowed farmers to participate in the construction of knowledge.
Additionally, farmers engaging in this process for the first time may feel uncomfortable
entering directly into a collaborative learning experience and transitioning from more
familiar teaching and learning typologies into collaborative learning can ease their
discomfort.
Third, practitioners should be attentive to aspects of the physical environment. In
this study, the sharing of a meal and the circular seating arrangement set the stage for a
collaborative experience by demonstrating a sense of caring for the participants, as well
as fostering the informal social atmosphere necessary for collaborative learning.
Fourth, practitioners must challenge their own assumptions of agricultural
education and the provision of knowledge. The recognition that perspectives in
agriculture are socially constructed and that these socially constructed perspectives shape
the actions of farmers suggests that simply providing information will not empower
farmers to construct the knowledge they need to make decisions regarding their farming
operations.
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Fifth, practitioners must recognize that the learners are the most important part in
any agricultural education event. The most valiant efforts to create an informative and
well-structured educational activity are for naught if the program does not account for the
needs and desires of participating learners as a top priority. A collaborative learning
approach can be very beneficial in this regard, since group members construct knowledge
around what is meaningful to them.
Sixth, collaborative research and practice requires a diligent effort on the part of
the practitioner, especially if that practitioner plans to facilitate the process. I would
strongly recommend that anyone interested in collaborative practice become familiar with
Peters and Armstrong's (1 998) three types of teaching and learning, as well as Peters'
(2002b) four elements of collaborative learning. However, successful implementation of
collaborative techniques will only come with practical experience, along with a personal
style of facilitating collaborative learning that is specifically suited to the situation and
developed through the practitioner's skills as a facilitator. In implementing collaborative
learning, the facilitator must learn that his or her knowledge is of no more value than any
other participant and that the contributions of all participants are crucial to constructing
knowledge and building community. I also offer the following technical suggestions for
facilitators: listen carefully and encourage participation; foster the building of
relationships among group members; enter with the attitude of a co-learner instead of an

instructor; respect the multiple approaches of different group members; call attention to
knowledge created within the group 's interaction; and model collaborative action with the
intent to create shared responsibility for learning among all participants.
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Final reflections and conclusions
With respect to my practice as educator and fanner, I began this study with a
problem - to seek a better method of education regarding alternative agriculture.
Through this investigation, can I now say with certainty that the method I utilized collaborative learning - was successful in improving my practice? Now that I have
reached the end of this investigation, and look towards beginning another, the phrase "a
better method" no longer seems to fit my perceptions of what this experience meant for
me and my practice. Thus, in conclusion I offer the following reflections:
Foremost, I was completely humbled by the richness of the human experience
within our meetings. In the analysis and documentation of this study I can at best only
hope to capture an essence of our group's experiences in learning together.
As a farmer and co-participant in the study, I can personally attest to the
knowledge I gained from the meetings; knowledge both constructed among and
influenced by the group members. I find it significant that I was not able to gain this
knowledge in other educational venues, and it is knowledge I view as personally
important in helping me to make decisions regarding the future of my own fanning
operation.
I was struck by the differences in perception between conventional and alternative
agricultural practitioners, and was saddened by the refusal of some participants to accept
views other than their own. In my practice, the promise of collaborative learning is that it
may afford farmers the opportunity to explore the alternative agricultural issues in depth,
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so that together we may work towards a greater understanding of the multiple
perspectives that exist within the agricultural community.
One of the most beneficial outcomes for me as a result of these meetings was the
formation of relationships with members of the local agricultural community.
Participants' comments suggested that this was important to them as well, and the bonds
we formed were evidenced by the desire expressed to continue the meetings into the
future.
Although we attempted to engage in collaborative learning in every meeting, I am
hesitant to assume that we created and sustained a collaborative learning experience.
"True" collaborative learning moments, as suggested by the few examples of new group
knowledge, seemed to occur sporadically and infrequently. Given the overwhelmingly
positive responses from the participants, in retrospect I am unsure of the importance of
attaining a definitive collaborative learning status. While I have little doubt that
continuing to work towards collaborative learning in my practice will produce greater
rewards for those engaged in it, I feel that we must start by putting collaborative practices
into action and not by worrying about whether or not we "attained" collaborative learning
or not. 1 concur with Freire, who states that "in order for us to create something, we need
to start creating" (Horton and Freire, 1 990, p.56).
Correspondingly, in attempting to create a collaborative learning experience, I
realized, as Harre (2003) articulates, that there is a difference between the concept of
collaborative learning and the process of collaborative learning. I abandoned my "recipe
like" approach to create a collaborative learning experience based solely upon using
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Peters' (2002b) chart of the four elements, because over time it became not as applicable
to my collaborative learning practice. Similarly, I theorized that I could facilitate
collaborative learning on my own, whereas in practice I learned that it is the joint
responsibility of all group members to facilitate collaborative learning, as evidenced by
the way of learning our group co-created. As a result, my definition of collaborative
learning has changed from a technique-based adaptation of the four elements to seeing
collaborative learning as a dynamic generation that is newly created with each attempt to
engage in it. With this realization, I am just beginning to grasp Wittgenstein's (1953)
contention that we must look towards the practices of life for understanding, and move
towards describing and away from theorizing. As Shotter (1994) contends, "It is in the
actual, practical interplay of voices in an everyday concrete circumstance - not in the
,,
play of signifiers within an abstract system - that practical meanings are made (p.3 ).
In light of the above conclusions, it seems almost trite to suggest that
collaborative learning is a better method of agricultural education. It is even debatable
when and if we engaged in a clear collaborative learning experience. What I can state
with some confidence is that we, the participating farmers, formed relationships with one
another, built community within our group meetings, and created knowledge around
alternative agricultural issues that we felt were important to us. In my practice as
educator, farmer, and human being, I could not be more pleased with the results.
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APPENDIX A - INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE

March 25, 2002
CONTACT:
Robin A. Fazio
2 1 1 Lambert Lane
Maryville, TN 37803
(865) 982-4262
fazio@utk.edu

Mr. and Mrs.
Dear
I am writing to you in hopes that you will join me in helping to find a solution to
one of the most troubling issues in modem agriculture - the sustainability of our family
farms. As you know, agricultural economy and rural society depends heavily on the
contributions of family farmers. At the same time, it is extremely difficult for family
farmers to make a living on a farm income. As a partial solution to the problem of family
farm sustainability, there has been a resurgence of interest among the local farming
community regarding alternatives to traditional farming practices. These alternatives,
such as non-traditional crops and livestock, organic practices, retail marketing, agri
tourism, value-added products, on-farm business enteiprises, and other farming methods
have the potential to supplement or replace traditional farming systems, and research has
shown that adopting alternative agriculture increases the likelihood that the family farm
will remain viable for future generations. However, intensive research and planning are
essential in transforming an alternative agriculture idea into practice. Unfortunately,
there are few opportunities for local family farmers to gain the knowledge necessary to
make informed decisions about alternative agriculture practices for their individual farms.
As an agricultural service provider in Blount County and family farmer myself, I
am hoping to initiate an alternative agriculture research group here in Blount County.
This group will be made up of local farmers such as yourself, who will come together one
time each month to learn about alternative agriculture opportunities in our area. With
support of the University of Tennessee Institute of Agriculture and the College of
Education, I will also be conducting research throughout the group sessions, in hopes that
this style of learning may serve as a model to assist other communities of family farmers
learn about alternative agriculture.
I would like to invite you to participate in this educational group as an
opportunity to learn about alternative agriculture practices. This experience will be
different than other agricultural education programs you may have attended, in that you
will have the opportunity to select the topics you wish to learn about, and you will be able
to fully participate in a dialogue about each alternative practice. I also plan to bring in
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guest farmers who are currently practicing different types of alternative agriculture to
share the details of their operation with our group. Through participation, knowledge
gleaned in the sessions may help you make informed decisions regarding alternative
agriculture opportunities for your fann. Additionally, your participation will help to
shape the future of alternative agriculture education, as we will be investigating the group
approach as a more effective method of sharing information concerning alternative
agriculture. We plan to have a very informal atmosphere; the only requirements are that
you come willing to share your own experiences, and listen and learn from the
experiences of others.
Depending on the preliminary response, we would like to hold the first meeting sometime
in April. To ensure the opportunity for full participation by each member of the group, we would
like to limit the initial group size to approximately 15 individuals, selected on a first come-first
served basis. Therefore, if you are interested in participating in this educational opportunity,
please notify me by phone, mail, or email as soon as possible. If you have any questions, please
feel free to contact me at any time.
Thank you for your time and consideration. By working together, we can help to ensure
the sustainability of American agriculture's most valuable resource- our family farms.
Respectfully,

Robin A. Fazio
Rural Rehabilitation Specialist; Tennessee AgrAbility Project
Doctoral candidate; UT College of Education
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APPENDIX B - INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Phenomenological question:
Question: What was your experience of the meetings you attended?
Semi-structured questions:
Question: Please describe your experience during the speaker's presentation.
Question: Please describe your experience during the discussion that immediately
followed the speaker's presentation.
Question: Please describe your experience when you were asked to share your personal
experiences with the group.
Question: Please describe your previous experiences as a participant with educational
programs concerning alternative agriculture.
Question: How did our meetings compare with your experiences in previous educational
programs concerning alternative agriculture?
Question: Please describe what you learned and the quality of what you learned your
previous learning experiences with alternative agriculture.
Question: Please describe what you learned and the quality of what you learned in our
meetings.
Question: In our meetings, you were a member of the group. What was it like for you
being a member of the group in terms of what you learned and how you were learned it?
Question: In our meetings, I tried to serve the roles of both participant and facilitator.
How did you perceive my actions in the meetings?
Question: Anything else you'd like to add?
End of interview. Thank you for your time.
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APPENDIX C - INFORMED CONSENT FORM
You are invited to participate in a research project. The purpose of this study is to describe the
experience of collaborative learning among farmers who participate in an educational activity
pertaining to alternative agriculture. Through participation, you will help investigate innovative
educational methods for more effective sharing of information concerning alternative agriculture.
Additionally, knowledge created in the sessions may help you make informed decisions regarding
alternative agriculture practices on your farm.
You, along with approximately fifteen other Blount County farmers, will be asked to participate
in six monthly educational forums, in which you will discuss alternative agriculture practices.
After the final forum session, you will be asked to share your experiences of the sessions in an
interview with the researcher. This interview will last from one to two hours, and will be
conducted at a location convenient for you. The interview will be audio-taped, your responses
will be transcribed. Immediately after transcription, the audiotapes will be destroyed. Interview
transcripts will be shared with a Phenomenological Research Group at the University of
Tennessee as a part of the data analysis. Any person viewing the transcripts will be asked to sign
a letter of confidentiality. Although your words will be used to support the analysis, no
identifying information will be used in any reports. The interview results will be compiled and
used to create themes that represent your experiences in the forum sessions. An additional one
hour will be required of you to review the final thematic analysis for accuracy and clarity. Your
involvement with the project will span approximately nine months from the beginning of the first
forum session.
There are no foreseeable risks involved in this research project beyond what occur in everyday
life. Information in the study records will be kept confidential. Data will be stored securely and
will be made available only to the persons conducting the study. No reference will be made in
written or oral reports that could link you to the study.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary; you may decline without penalty. If you
decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty and without
loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you withdraw from the study before data
collection is completed, your data will be returned to you or destroyed.
If you have any questions at any time about the study. or study procedures, you may contact the
principal investigator, Robin A. Fazio, at 865-982-4262 or fazio@utk.edu. If you have questions
concerning your rights as a participant in this study, contact the Compliance Section of the
University of Tennessee Office of Research at 865-974-3466.

I have read the above information and agree to participate in this study. I have also
received a copy of this form.
Participant's signature____________________
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APPENDIX D - SPRADLEY'S NINE SEMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS*
Following Spradley's (1 980) procedures for conducting a domain analysis, I used the
following semantic relationships to help me identify domains within the participating
farmers' transcripts.
Semantic Relationship
Strict Inclusion
Spatial
Cause-effect
Rationale
Location for action
Function
Means-end
Sequence
Attribution
*Adapted form Spradley ( 1 980; p.93)

Expressed as
X is a kind of Y
X is a place in Y
X is a result of Y
X is a reason for doing Y
X is a place for doing Y
X is used for Y
X is a way to do Y
X is a step in Y
X is a characteristic of Y
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